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   In this paper, the researcher presents the findings of this original qualitative study on the 
human experience of the participants of The Purkal Project, change-makers in social innovation 
that provide free, world-class education and vocational development in an economically 
challenged rural community in the Himalayan region of Northern India. In this paper, the 
researcher explored the history of the conditions of poverty for women in India, reviewed the 
development of the Purkal Project, and shared personal perspectives from participants. Societal 
engagement through family and education are core fundamentals of development and community 
empowerment; however, social conditions exist which contribute to and perpetuate women’s 
state of poverty in this region. The researcher addressed the unprecedented challenges to the 
international research process, as well as the effect on the Purkal Project’s participants, based on 
the lockdown conditions created by the COVID-19 global pandemic.  
An examination of these past and present conditions was essential before presenting the 
participants’ stories to determine their perception regarding social intervention projects, which 
can have a lasting impact on societal development in rural Northern India. Changes in rural 
societies must begin with the examination of women's status, which is related to other 
components of development that benefit children and society, as well as oppositional factors 
which could impede women’s agency.  
The purpose of this study was to explore the history of the conditions that created and 
continue to perpetuate the feminization of poverty. The researcher also examined participants’ 
perspective on the effect of the Purkal Project as a social intervention which has developed 
sustainable methods of poverty alleviation, thereby encouraging agency and empowerment for 
women and their families in economically challenged rural communities in the Himalayan region 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
“Dismantle the conditions which separate the world.” 
- Tempa Dutke Lama, personal communication, June 16th, 2020 
The rains came to Northern India this summer, the cultivated soil hammered by monsoon, 
the resulting floods clawing at the roots anchored to the earth. In an instant, much was swept 
away. Similarly, without warning, the COVID-19 virus arrived, disrupting the delicately woven 
fibers of commerce, culture, and family life.  
The researcher initiated her investigation of the Purkal Project after a serendipitous visit 
to the rural villages of the lower Himalayas in Northern India. Here, the researcher discovered 
the existence of a social intervention with over 20 years longevity that combined women’s 
empowerment and a childhood education for the family with a direct impact on their psyche—
sparking self-agency, equality, and leading the drive to societal poverty alleviation, both in their 
specific villages and in the community at large. 
  The principle of nondiscrimination is a cornerstone of human rights principles 
(Moghadam, 2005). The pervasive issues resulting from movements such as Colonialism and 
Imperialism, however, have rendered the social structures of many once-thriving and empowered 
societies to become dependent on external sources and stripped of human dignity, perpetuating 
the feminization of poverty under the shadow of patriarchal ideologies and political agendas 
(Richard & Elaine, 2009). 
Dimopoulos (2020) shared Wagner’s (2018) perspective that learning is highly malleable 
and determined by human agency. Engagement must begin in the family, with the mother (Bhat, 




challenges, confront their traditional roles, and change their lives, as well as the lives of their 
children (Bhat, 2015).  
Per Dimopoulos (2020), Kabeer (2008) articulated the argument that women’s agency 
leads to empowerment when its exercise questions, challenges, or changes regressive norms and 
institutions that perpetuate the subordination of women. Measuring agency is inherently difficult, 
as the outcomes observed are based on what people do rather than understand what they were 
free to choose to do (Kabeer, 2008). In the current study, the researcher explored the stories of 
women of the Purkal Project who chose to engage with their intuitive self-agency, adopting a 
path of education and entrepreneurship to break the trajectory of poverty for themselves and their 
families. The definition of personal success and contentment cannot be quantified, but it is 
possible to learn from hearing the women and other actors involved in the project through their 
voices and their stories. Their experiences can potentially encourage others in similar life 
situations to take steps toward personal growth. Gupta and Yesudian (2006) posited that it is 
necessary to empower women in order to fully develop a society.  
The current study was an original qualitative research investigation of the conditions of 
poverty for women and their families in Northern India and how the Purkal Project has addressed 
these issues from the participants’ personal perspectives. This social intervention is a joint 
partnership between Purkal Stree Shakti and the Purkal Youth Development Society. Both parts 
of this collaborative initiative must be examined collectively in order to understand the role of 
maternal self-agency to empower self and to create educational paths for their children, leading 
to permanent societal change. The researcher drew a case example from a rural community in the 
Himalayan region of Northern India. The Purkal Project is considered to be a change-maker in 




training and education in an economically challenged rural community in the Himalayan region 
of Northern India.  
To understand the human effect of social interventions which can change the landscape 
for women living in poverty, an analysis of the social inequalities that perpetuate the 
feminization of poverty for women and their impact on their families and communities globally 
is necessary. The researcher refines this focus to discuss the conditions in India and the obstacles 
women in Northern India specifically face, examining the steps which have been self-initiated to 
ensure social and educational opportunity for mothers. These steps serve as a catalyst for 
mobilizing action toward education for their children to end the cycle of severe deprivation.  
Global Pandemic Challenge  
The researcher’s work with the Purkal Project began in 2015. Based on the sudden and 
unexpected changes in the project initiated by the conditions created due to the COVID-19 
global pandemic, the researcher initiated this examination of the participating women’s and 
students’ history, as well as the project’s future, setting the stage for a post-doctorate longitudinal 
study to track the role of self-agency in unprecedented transitional times.  
According to Krishnakumar and Rana (2020), “A world pandemic threat COVID-19 
mitigation is crucial to the human life and for reducing distortion of livelihood” (para. 1). Pandid 
(2020) noted that the profound challenges of the pandemic pose serious physical and economic 
threats to Indian women and their families, who are at greater risk of exploitation as a result. Per 
Moghadam (2005), “The feminist approach to poverty focuses on the gender implications and 
social costs of poverty” (p. 5). Researchers studying poverty conditions for women have called 




provide education and economic opportunities to elevate herself and her family from destitution 
(Moghadam, 2005). 
A collaborative report between UN Women and the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP, 2020) projected that in the Global South, the COVID-19 pandemic will thrust 47 million 
more women and girls into extreme poverty by 2021. The conditions created by the pandemic 
reverses decades of progress to lift women and their families out of poverty (UNDP, 2020). The 
report states that the gender poverty gap will widen as a result of the pandemic for 87% of the 
world’s extreme poor (UNDP, 2020). 
The global poverty rate for women was expected to decrease by 2.7% between 2019 and 
2021 (UNDP, 2020). Revised projections, however, revealed an increase of 9.1% due to the 
fallout of the pandemic, edging 96 million people into extreme poverty by 2021, 47 million of 
whom are female (UNDP, 2020). These sobering numbers elevate the total number of girls and 
women living in extreme poverty to 435 million, with projections that pre-pandemic levels may 
not return until 2030 (UNDP, 2020).   
The effects of the pandemic have destabilized a lifeline for women, students, and 
administrators who consider The Purkal Project to be their home. The project was forced to shut 
down due to government-mandated quarantine requirements. For a project grown and fueled by 
the human experience, interaction, and support systems, the results for Purkal Stree Shakti have 
been devastating. The organization was left deeply in debt due to a lack of ability to function as a 
retail business. In late June 2020, with a heavy heart, founder Chinni Swamy decided to cease 
operations of Purkal Stree Shakti.  
In August 2020, due to the tenacity and fortitude of the participants of PSS, the project 




organization from an NGO to a social enterprise. The project’s location shifted from the campus 
of PYDS to a site approximately 25 kilometers away; however, the pre-K-12 school remains at 
the same location. This disruption created a rich research context for a longitudinal study to 
determine whether the Purkal Project can continue as an effective collaborative social 
intervention, considering that the location for Purkal Stree Shakti has relocated to a new location, 
based on the perceptions of its participants. The researcher aimed to identify the factors that 
surface when mothers and children are no longer be working collaboratively with one another, as 
well as the resulting changes to their home life and social structure.  
Methodological Framework 
In contrast to quantitative research paradigms, which are based on the belief in the 
undiscovered pre-existing nature of knowledge, qualitative study is based on the belief that 
“knowledge is constructed by people in an ongoing fashion as they engage in and make meaning 
of activity, experience or phenomenon” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 23). From the existing 
qualitative designs, the current researcher selected narrative inquiry in order to hear the voices of 
the project participants, characterize their perceptions, and frame their experiences within the 
feminization of poverty in India. According to Fontana and Frey (2008), narrative inquiry is 
useful in understanding and reflecting on the human experience and its complexities. Merriam 
and Tisdell (2016) described that narrative inquiry tells the story of participants’ experiences and 
explains how they make sense of the world around them.  
Theoretical Framework 
This study was informed by the theoretical framework of feminist theory. This theoretical 
framework was built on both a historical and modern perspective of the feminization of poverty 




“Feminist theory explores both inequality in gender relations and the constitution of gender. It is 
best understood as both an intellectual and a normative project” (para. 1). Meer (1990) suggested 
that feminist approaches to women in poverty begin with the examination of the issues of gender 
inequality which render women vulnerable to the conditions of poverty, such as household and 
cultural bias, political systems, and labor markets. Donovan (2012) cited such inequalities as 
being particularly present in social institutions such as marriage. This author indicated that until 
the nineteenth century, the presumption that women belonged in the home was the global norm. 
Only relatively recently in the course of human history have women been allowed to earn an 
independent living, or even to work outside of a domestic context (Donovan, 2012). This has 
certainly been the case for much of India’s history (Heit, 1987). Today, however, these norms 
are changing. The Purkal Project, the focus of the current study, provides an opportunity for 
women in a small, rural village in Northern India to earn money by producing and selling 
valuable goods.  
Background of the Problem 
The researcher examined the personal experience of participating women and their 
children in the Purkal Project in order to determine how the project addresses the conditions of 
poverty, domestic abuse, lack of basic needs and sanitation, and limited access to educational 
and economic opportunity for women and their families in rural Northern India. The researcher 
explored the conditions that these women face, and how they have dismantled the norms dictated 
by their birth conditions to initiate societal change in their households and communities. The 
focus was on interpreting the participants’ narratives to identify the roles that vocational 




to personal growth and human development and commitment to education for their children as a 
method for permanent poverty alleviation.  
The researcher utilized narrative inquiry to weave the stories of the project’s participants, 
founders, students, and community, demonstrating the struggles of poverty and the will to 
change their personal trajectory against the odds when presented with the opportunity to do so. 
The researcher told the story of the participants’ human experience of engagement in scalable 
social innovation projects which combine lifetime learning and academic engagement.  
Kabeer (2001) explained that “the terms on which people gain access to resources are as 
important as the resources themselves when the issue of empowerment is being considered” and 
that “empowerment entails a change in the terms on which resources are acquired as much as an 
increase in access to resources” (p.20). In other words, self-agency is the power within which 
drives purpose and motivation (Kabeer, 2001).  
Das and Mehta (2012) stated that the last few decades have seen rapid progress in the 
status of girls and women, but cautioned that gender inequality still has a significant influence on 
Indian culture due to deep cultural roots and strong societal norms. As in other areas, however, 
India is strongly heterogeneous in gender inequality (Das & Mehta, 2012). Kabeer (2002) stated 
that “because of the significance of beliefs and values in legitimizing inequality, the process of 
empowerment must begin from within” (p. 172). Research was undertaken utilizing qualitative 
methods, employing a feminist theory perspective through the identification of social conditions 
which contribute to women’s and children’s state of poverty in rural India. Empowerment and 
self-agency are rooted in how people perceive themselves and evaluate their capacity to initiate 
change (Kabeer, 2003). The empowerment process is difficult to measure quantitatively (Gupta 




goal is to tell the story of the role of the project in building self-agency as well as the impact on 
the family, local villages, and culture.     
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) indicated that narrative inquiry describes participants’ 
experiences and interpretations of the surrounding world. The researcher of this qualitative study 
employed a feminist theory perspective through the identification of the social conditions which 
contribute to women’s and children’s state of poverty in rural India. The researcher examined 
conditions including poverty, domestic abuse, lack of basic needs and sanitation, and limited 
access to educational and economic opportunity. Primarily, the researcher aimed to tell the 
human story of the project initiated by the founders, G.K. and Chinni Swamy, the administrators, 
and the brave women who made a choice to change the landscape of impoverishment for self and 
their families through vocational training, economic empowerment, and academic engagement. 
The current study sets the stage for a longitudinal study. If participation in the Purkal Project pre-
transition created a solid foundation and long-term life change for participants, it is unknown 
whether this upward trajectory can carry into the project under new management in a world 
changed by the COVID-19 global pandemic. 
Purpose of the Study 
While there is extensive research on the topics of women’s education and empowerment 
and childhood education, there is a gap regarding the human experience of participating in multi-
generational social innovation projects. Quantitative data can prove socioeconomic indexes 
which define economic status. In developing tractable measures and data, however, the empirical 
front has faced major challenges (Hanmer & Klugman, 2016). Sen (2012) cited that 
“empowering women and girls with more choices and more freedoms is crucial to achieving a 




undertaken through hearing the voices of those who live the experience. The current researcher 
discussed women’s empowerment through education and employment and examined the impact 
of this empowerment on the education of their children through hearing their voices.  
This study was undertaken using a global perspective through the identification of social 
conditions which contribute to women’s and children’s states of poverty to determine the role of 
self-agency in societal change and economic empowerment through vocational education and 
training, leading to entrepreneurship for women. The data presented by Bhat (2009), however, 
indicated that empowering the mother is not enough. In order to continue the upward cycle, there 
is a need to hear from participants of social intervention projects that provide world-class 
educational programs at the pre-K to grade 12 level to change the landscape of the community 
and society at large, from hand-out to hand-up.         
 Research Question  
This study was guided by the following research question: What are women’s and 
families’ perception of the Purkal Project’s role in addressing the conditions of poverty 
alleviation in rural Northern India? 
Significance of the Study  
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe the experience of the participants 
(women, students, and administrators) of the Purkal Project, a social intervention association 
located in the Uttarakhand region of Northern India. Additionally, the researcher sought to gain a 
new understanding of the phenomenon of the essence of the personal effect a multi-generational 





The researcher conducted this study utilizing the qualitative method and a feminist theory 
perspective to identify the social conditions that contribute to women’s and children’s states of 
poverty in rural India. This investigation of the Purkal Project created an original body of 
research which has the potential to serve as a roadmap for future societal intervention and 
development in both underserved communities and developing societies globally. 
The researcher has traveled extensively throughout the world examining NGOs for 
inclusion in cross cultural exchange in the educational travel programs for Learning Journeys, a 
travel industry brand created by the researcher. All observed projects were segregated into 
specific categories; some projects focus on women’s empowerment, others on quality of 
education in developing societies, and others on the quality of social conditions. The researcher 
has yet to uncover a project that serves as a comprehensive social intervention. Through the 
discovery of the Purkal Project and subsequent annual research trips to the society, the researcher 
observed measurable changes within the participants of society with regard to change over a 5-
year period. The researcher also observed the process of initiating change with the mothers and 
building generational change, which will have a long-term and permanent impact of societal 
change for the communities at large.  
The findings of this study have the potential to lead to new discoveries of issues which 
must be examined in order to create a comprehensive analysis of the economic, sociological, and 
educational factors which contribute to successful and sustained social intervention projects. 
While the subjects of women’s education and empowerment and childhood education are well 
established in academic literature, there is a gap with regard to a research of successful social 





The findings of this study may add clarity to the literature on the woven relationship 
between the individual status of women, early childhood education development as well as 
societal empowerment. In future research, it would be useful to test this concept in different 
contexts and to derive more detailed information on men’s participation in women’s attainment 
of self-agency and empowerment. It would be helpful to determine whether husbands and family 
members participate on a large scale in a woman’s decision to be employed.  
Currently, the majority of researchers have operationalized women’s status as a measure 
of an end-product, rather than on development; this is less than ideal, considering empowerment 
is a process (Jejeebhoy, 2002). In particular, changes in rural societies must begin with the 
examination of women’s status which is related to other components of development that benefit 
children and society.  
The project’s lifespan is over 20 years. Based on the experience of the participants, the 
Purkal Project has proven measurable impact on the society in Purkal. In order to develop an 
argument for the viability of social interventions that can change the landscape for women living 
in poverty, an analysis of the social inequalities that perpetuate the feminization of poverty for 
women and its impact on their families and communities globally is necessary, specifically the 
conditions of and obstacles to women in Northern India. The current researcher delineated the 
steps initiated by the project participants to engage in social and educational opportunities; in 
turn, these steps serve as a catalyst for mobilizing action toward education for their children to 
end the cycle of severe deprivation.     
The development of the current study has the potential to lead to new discoveries of 
issues which must be examined in order to create a comprehensive analysis of the economic, 




societies. These findings underscore the fundamental importance of social and institutional 
supports, which are necessary to protect women during their role transitions.       
Limitations 
Per Dimopoulos (2020), societal engagement through family and education are core 
fundamentals of development and community empowerment. Currently, social conditions exist 
which contribute to and perpetuate women’s state of poverty. Addressing the conditions is 
essential before inquiring whether there is compelling evidence that from a personal lived 
perspective, social intervention projects can have a lasting impact on societal development in 
rural Northern India. In order to determine changes in rural societies, it is necessary to begin with 
the examination of women’s status which is related to other components of development which 
benefit children and society. Lastly, the COVID-19 global pandemic has created unprecedented 
economic and physical limitations globally, which will require ongoing research to obtain 
tractable data on the effect of the pandemic on the feminization of poverty.   
Definition of Terms 
In this section, the researcher presents the definitions of terms that are commonly used 
throughout this paper. 
COVID-19. This term refers to the global pandemic which created lockdown conditions 
for the majority of the world in 2020. 
Culture. Culture refers to groups of people who are collectively engaged in respective 
beliefs and customs that are passed down generationally.  
Gender. The term gender refers to customs, rules, norms, and practices which 





Ma’am. In the context of the current study, this term of respect is a reference to Chinni 
Swamy. 
Non -governmental organizations (NGOs). An NGO is any voluntary citizens non-
profit which is organized to perform humanitarian services on a local, national, or international 
level (Kabeer, 2003). 
Feminization of poverty. This term relates to the conditions which create and perpetuate 
the conditions of gender-based impoverishment.  
The Purkal Project. This is the name assigned by the current researcher for the 
collaborative partnership between Purkal Youth Development Society and Purkal Stree Shakti. 
PYDS. This is an acronym for the Purkal Youth Development Society. 
PSS. This is an acronym for Purkal Stree Shakti. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, the researcher discussed the conditions of poverty for women and their 
families in relation to the participants of the Purkal Project, a social intervention project focusing 
on education and economic empowerment for women and their children in rural Northern India. 
While there is existing literature on social projects for women that provide vocational training 
and economic empowerment and childhood education as separate entities, the data on long-term 
social interventions as a collaborative initiative is scant.   
The study offered a rationale for providing a narrative of the experiences of women, 
students, and the administrators by examining how they credit their successes to the Purkal 
Project. The participants’ viewpoints are represented through the perception of those who have 
participated in the project. The methodological framework of narrative inquiry and its 




identified the potential limits of the study, and followed specific steps to mitigate bias and ensure 
trustworthiness. 
Finally, an overview of the significance of this study and the implication of women’s 
self-agency through education and economic empowerment as a generational solution for 
permanent poverty alleviation is provided. The impact and challenges of the COVID-19 global 
pandemic regarding international research was addressed, as well as the need for longitudinal 
research to determine the long-term effect on the Purkal Project from a human and organizational 
standpoint. Through this paper, the researcher aimed to provide a narrative which identifies the 
Purkal Project as a successful social intervention which has developed sustainable methods of 
poverty alleviation, encouraging agency and empowerment for women and their families in 






CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction  
In this chapter, the researcher explores the body of existing literature on the research 
topic, including the theoretical framework of the study. According to Dezin and Lincoln (1994), 
qualitative research is collective in focus and requires both a naturalistic and interpretive 
approach to the subject matter. Qualitative researchers attempt to understand the human 
experience through observing the phenomenon in its natural settings. In order to gain a board 
view of the experiences of the participants of The Purkal Project, the researcher identified and 
summarized studies related to the underpinning of their experiences through conditioning, social 
norms, the feminization of poverty, and the role of education and economic empowerment in the 
development of self-agency.  
The researcher begins the review with a definition of feminist theory, followed by a 
discussion of the background of the literature which addresses the issues of self-agency and 
social conditions for women in the Global South. The researcher concludes the chapter with a 
review of the remaining research gaps and the current study’s potential contributions to this 
subject. 
Theoretical Framework: Feminist Theory  
Hanois (2013) stated that feminist theory is best examined as an intellectual and 
normative concept for the purpose of exploring the conditions of gender inequality, 
recommending that it is explored through the lens of qualitative research. Carlson and Ray 
(2011) defined feminist theory as follows: 
It examines women's social roles, experience, and feminist politics in a variety of fields, 




literary, education, and philosophy. While generally providing a critique of social 
relations, much of feminist theory also focuses on analyzing gender inequality and the 
promotion of women's rights, interests, and issues. Feminist researchers embrace two key 
tenets: (a) their research should focus on the condition of women in society, and (b) their 
research must be grounded in the assumption that women generally experience 
subordination. (para. 1) 
The emergence of feminist theory in the 1970s was largely inspired by the global feminist 
movement, which sought to challenge normative categories which were perceived as dominated 
by men. Feminists were concerned that development strategies and interventions did not address 
the underlying conditions which contribute to the exploitation of women (Shah, 2011). Hinson 
and Bradley (2006) defined women’s oppression as domination by individuals or situations that 
have the capability to determine her actions. Generally, individuals experience oppression based 
on a shared characteristic, such as gender (Hinson & Bradley, 2006). The core of feminist theory 
is rooted in the theory that personal empowerment involves both self and society (Kabeer, 2001).   
Moser (1989) discussed the empowerment approach to empowerment, which developed 
from an “emergent feminist writings and grass-roots organization experience of Third World 
women” (p. 1815). This author described power “as the right to determine choices in life and to 
influence the direction of change through the ability to gain control over crucial material and 
nonmaterial resources” (p. 1815). 
Creswell (2013) stated that feminist research attempts to frame the situations which 
create and perpetuate problematic women’s diversity issues. The topic of “domination prevails in 
the feminist literature, but the subject matter is gender domination within a patriarchal society” 




developed from a stance which questions the conditions of feminist knowledge and experience.  
Moghadam (2005) discussed the feminist approach to poverty, stating that the conditions that 
perpetuate women’s vulnerability to poverty include pervasive gender inequalities and biases 
within political systems, labor markets, and households.  
In Donovan’s (2012) examination of feminist theory’s intellectual traditions, the author 
indicated that ubiquitous social systems such as marriage result in unequal opportunity among 
the sexes. his is certainly the case in India, where wives are much more likely than husbands to 
be responsible for household chores and caring for family members, including grandparents and 
in-laws (Heit, 1987). In order to address this inequality, Donovan (2012) indicated that more 
egalitarian partnerships “in which the burden of domestic labor is shared equally” (p. 186). 
According to several participants in the current study, it is becoming more accepted for women 
to earn money outside of the home, even out-earning their husbands; this same equality should 
be promoted in the domestic sphere. 
King and Stewart (1997) discussed the necessity of researching the impact of the power 
of relationships and social position on the psyche of a woman. Scholarly researchers should 
avoid seeking a coherent definition of women’s self-agency (King and Stewart, 1997). Rather, 
each woman should be viewed from an individual and unique perspective to determine her 
ability to make personal choices for her life and resist oppression and opposition to her decisions 
(King & Stewart, 1997). The qualitative method of narrative inquiry selected for the present 
study provided an opportunity to listen to women and tell their stories regarding what sparked 
self-agency and the desire for permanent change for self and their families.  
The current study was guided by the goals of defining feminization of poverty for women 




self-agency for women in the Global South, particularly in India. The researcher also addressed 
the impact of education and empowerment on women’s role in their families and societies.  
Review of the Research 
Reviewing existing literature is essential before inquiring whether there is compelling 
evidence that social intervention projects can have a lasting impact on rural society development. 
The sections of this literature review include: (a) Social Conditions, (b) Educating the Next 
Generation, and (c) Social Intervention Impact. This line of inquiry supplies the structure for this 
review of the relevant literature. The review was based primarily on peer-reviewed journals and 
articles, as well as academic texts. The reviewed literature includes qualitative, quantitative, and 
mixed method research.  
Social Conditions: The Feminization of Poverty in Rural Northern India  
Conditions 
Measuring women's status is complicated because women function in multiple domains, 
all of which have implications for children. According to Visalakshmi et al. (2018), the 
feminization of poverty is defined as the gap between men and women in the poverty cycle (p. 
217). According to Ahmad (2011), empowerment is a “multidimensional process, which should 
enable the individuals or a group of individuals to realize their full identity and power in all 
spheres of life” (p. 347). While strides have been made, women in India suffer a lifelong battle 
against deprivation and discrimination related to the socio-culture structure of the society which 
governs a women's development from birth to death (Ahmad, 2011). 
    International population researchers have been interested in the causes and consequences 
of women's status since the 1960s, when they began to realize the significance of women’s role 




particularly the role of violence against women and its correlation with education—had entered 
the mainstream of population studies. The definitions of women's status, empowerment, and 
autonomy vary between researchers (Dyson & Moore, 1983).   
    Economists have commonly considered the concept of empowerment an unobservable 
latent variable, utilizing its measurable characteristics as a proxy. Some indicators of high-level 
empowerment include: (a) access to outside employment, (b) physical mobility, and (c) political 
participation (Anderson & Eswaran, 2009; Hashemi et al., 1996; Rahman & Rao, 2005). Wagner 
(2018) discussed the concept of positive freedom.  
    Moghadam (2005) found that intra-household inequalities exacerbate the vulnerability of 
women and girls; the problem may be most severe in Northern India. Visalakshmi et al. (2018) 
similarly noted that this phenomenon is generally observed among low-level income groups. 
Nasreen et al. (2008) indicated that in the rural regions of Northern India, families living below 
the poverty line represent 44% of the population, while approximately 25% of children in India 
have no access to education. Even as the cities in the surrounding regions advance in 
development, rural inhabitants remain dependent on activities such as farming (Nasreen et al., 
2007). The current social structure and laws in Northern India further diminish a woman's 
capacity of self-ruling, indicating that women are considered to be dependents or minors 
(Nasreen et al., 2007).  
    Kabeer (2003) discussed the concept of agency in women's empowerment, later arguing 
that women's agency leads to empowerment when it promotes questions, challenges, or changes 
regressive norms and institutions that perpetuate the subordination of women (Kabeer, 2008). 
Measuring agency is inherently difficult as the outcomes observed are based on what people do, 




Kabeer (2003) explained the difference between passive forms of agency, which offer 
women little or no choices, and active agency, which promotes purposeful behavior. Moghadam 
(2005) discussed the poverty-inducing nature of neoliberal restructuring as having been 
especially severe for women in India, stating, “The disadvantaged position of women is 
incontestable” (p. 31). Anthropological and philosophical theory linking fatalism and poverty in 
India is consistent with research findings indicating that an individual’s inequity in life may 
shape their generational cognitive outlook (Shrinivasan, 2017).   
    Sen (2011) cited that countries that have expanded educational and economic 
opportunities for women and girls have moderated population growth, limited child mortality, 
and achieved greater prosperity and social progress for all. According to Sen (2011), “These 
greater opportunities and freedom have had truly astonishing results. There is an overwhelming 
need to pay attention to the needs of girls and women” (para. 6).  
    Moghadam (2005) suggested the feminist approach to poverty focuses on the gender 
implications and social costs of poverty. Researchers studying the factors that create female 
poverty have suggested the benefit of developing poverty-alleviation or employment-generation 
programs designed specifically for women, or that households maintained by women alone be 
targeted for social programs (Moghadam, 2005). 
    Moghadam (2005) argued the necessity to address the deprivation experienced by poor 
women in India and the greater difficulties women face in lifting themselves and their children 
out of poverty. Ideally, these initiatives would include “well-designed social programs such as 
distribution of land, training programs, job-creation, employment services, access to housing, 
childcare facilities, and reform of discriminatory laws” (Moghadam, 2005, p. 31). Social welfare 




address itself to the enhancement of women’s entitlements and capabilities, whether in male-
headed or female-headed households” (Moghadam, 2005, p. 32).  
   Subjective belief formation is a factor in the development process. Alexander and Welzel 
(2011) examined the theory of empowering women. Their theory of “belief-mediated social 
change” hypothesizes that “subjective beliefs do not rival, but “mediate the influence of 
objective opportunities on women's empowerment” (p. 364).  
In addressing the question of the conditions for women in India, it is important to 
understand gender equity ranking from a global perspective. Sridhar (2015) cited that the World 
Economic Forum gender gap survey ranked India 108 out of 145 countries examined. In both 
urban and rural environments, the majority of the female population in India have inadequate 
access to education and lack the functional skills required of both skilled and unskilled labor 
(Sridhar, 2015). These factors create a disadvantage in the workforce market in terms of both 
horizontal and vertical social mobility (Visalakshmi et al., 2018). In order to obtain 
comprehensive insight into this phenomenon, it is essential that research be undertaken to 
examine the social and economic factors that contribute to the feminization of poverty in India 
(Visalakshmi et al., 2018). Deep-rooted inclinations and intra-family unit imbalances prompt 
lower utilization levels and less advantages for women and girls in comparison to their male 
counterparts (Visalakshmi et al., 2018). Anthropological and philosophical theory linking 
fatalism and poverty in India is consistent with research findings that an individual’s lifetime 
experience of inequity may shape their generational cognitive outlook (Shrinivasan, 2017, p.83).   
Education 
The researcher reviewed literature on the subject of education as it relates to the potential 




on health, in that educated women are more inclined to have better health (Grown et al., 2005). 
Wagner (2018) stated that “learning is the glue that holds both families and societies together 
(p.3). He also defined learning as the “cornerstone of maintaining coherent and meaningful 
social groups, and preparing children for the future” (Wagner, 2018, p. 3). Gender empowerment 
also has important contribution for the rest of the household. Empowered women have fewer 
children and higher child survival rates (Dyson & Moore, 1983), healthier and better-fed 
children, and a generally greater allocation of resources to children (Handa, 1996).  
The concept of women’s empowerment through education and employment may be 
viewed through another lens (Bhat, 2015). According to Bhat, engagement must begin in the 
family, with the mother. Education is a milestone of women’s empowerment because it enables 
them to respond to the challenges, confront their traditional roles, and change their lives. 
“Women are the most important factor of every society” (Bhat, 2015, p. 188). Wagner (2018) 
correlated Bhat’s concept of empowerment and discussed the concept of positive freedom. What 
matters most in international development is how much control one has over one’s own life.  
A woman’s position in society shapes her internal concepts regarding life goals and the 
potential to attain them. These points have been evidenced in the evaluation literature—for 
example, whether and how women in India are able to benefit from business training depends on 
their caste and income group (Field et al., 2010). Specifically, regarding education in India, 
Kabeer (2003) discussed the difference between the nature of agency between women in the 
Tamil Nadu region in Southern India and Uttar Pradesh in Northern India (p.177). Kabeer 
revealed that in the analysis of the Tamil Nadu region, education was associated with women’s 
exercise of agency, but presented the argument that education in Uttar Pradesh conformed to the 




Women in Tamil Nadu were less impacted by patriarchy; however, in Uttar Pradesh, 
confirmation to the norms increased a woman’s status within the family and society (Kabeer, 
2003). Kabeer stated that while the aspiration is legitimate based on the extreme forms of gender 
inequality in India, there are few mechanisms in place which fortify girls and women to question 
their subordinate status based on the world around them.  
Social inequality is also reproduced within the school system. In India, the children of the 
poor are relegated to separate schools (Kabeer, 2003). Kabeer also presented evidence of 
widespread gender bias in education, reinforcing traditional gender roles which are intentionally 
designed to create barriers to equity. Female teachers are a minority in many rural areas, 
perpetuating the viewpoints of male teachers who ascribe to patriarchal norms (Kabeer, 2003). 
Even less attention is paid to alternative forms of education such as non-formal education, 
vocational training, and literacy programs (Kabeer, 2003). These limitations in education reveal 
the need for educational provisions to promote the empowerment of women and girls from poor 
backgrounds (Kabeer, 2003).     
Employment  
The body of research on employment examines the factors which relate to gender 
empowerment. Gender empowerment is measured by a woman's power to make household 
decisions (Kishor & Johnson, 2004). Employment can improve women’s status and increase 
their income, both of which can benefit children. Work-related independence provides women 
with greater control in other aspects of their lives, including reproductive and health care choices 
(Miles & Brewster, 1998). A woman's access to employment outside the house increases her 




    Kabeer’s (2003) theory of power shift is supported by conflicted data regarding the 
positive impact of women’s employment. There is persuasive evidence suggesting that access to 
paid work can enhance women’s agency in critical ways. At the same time, studies of the effects 
of women’s access to employment have presented a contradictory set of conclusions (Kabeer, 
2003). Faulkner and Lawson (1991) indicated that when women are underemployed, working 
outside of the home can have a detrimental effect on her children. Thus, women’s employment 
can have both harmful and beneficial consequences (Gill et al., 2007).  
    The relationship between a woman’s employment and her risk of domestic abuse is 
complicated. The engagement of women who work outside the home may bring issues of 
domestic violence to the public eye, potentially reducing the likelihood of occurrence based on 
societal shame (Hindin & Adair, 2002). In an Indian study from the late 1990s, the author 
indicated that increased women’s income is associated with a lower probability of domestic 
violence (Rao, 1997). Other researchers, however, have challenged the protective nature of 
employment. Kishor and Johnson (2004) found that in several countries, working women report 
significantly higher levels of abuse than nonworking women. Kabeer (2003) presented evidence 
that, in India, paid work can increase women’s agency in “critical” ways (p. 181), and can also 
shift the power in the family. The effects of paid work, however, may be destabilizing within the 
women’s family and community (Kabeer, 2003). 
Empowerment 
According to Byanyima (2012), in order to achieve environmental and societal goals, 
“Women's empowerment is catalytic and central” (para. 8). UNDP Associate Administrator 
Rebeca Grynspan stated, “Women are central actors making the case for the sustainable 




environmental sustainability” (Byanyima, 2012, para. 8). The capacity for choice has three 
interrelated dimensions: agency, resources, and achievements (Kabeer, 2008).  
International development researchers have increasingly recognized the urgent need to 
understand how new ideas and behaviors are received within a culture in order to develop and 
implement lasting change. While central notions around agency have been established, progress 
on the empirical front has faced major challenges around developing tractable measures and data 
availability. This has limited the present understanding about patterns of the effectiveness of 
social interventions, agency, and empowerment of women across countries (Hanmer & 
Klugman, 2016). 
 Kabeer (2003) presented a rationale on the patterns which perpetuate the feminization of 
poverty to in India: 
   There must be alternatives, the ability to choose something different. Poverty and        
disempowerment thus go hand in hand because an inability to meet one’s basic needs – 
and  the resulting dependence on powerful others to do so – rules out the capacity for 
meaningful choice. This absence of choice is likely to affect women and men differently 
because gender-related inequalities often intensify the effects of poverty. Alternatives 
must not only exist, they must also be seen to exist. Gender often operates through the 
unquestioned acceptance of power. Thus, women who, for example, internalize their 
lesser claim on household resources or accept violence at the hands of their husbands do 
so because to behave otherwise is considered outside the realm of possibility. These 
forms of behavior could be said to reflect choice’ but are really based on the absence of 




Other researchers have discussed development agencies’ recognition of the urgent need to 
understand how new ideas and behaviors are received within a culture. Examples abound of 
technically sophisticated interventions which fail to take hold in communities (Bradley et al., 
2011). Kabeer’s (1999) feminist theory links individual agency to the institutionalized power 
relations of gender or gender structures of constraint. This theory also describes the interlocking 
roles of ideological and material factors in constituting these structures, and the importance of 
rules, norms, and practices associated with kinship and the family.  
Kuhn and Park (2006) cited that mothers would be more likely to impose intellectual 
values which are shared within a group and defined by the extent to which intellectual 
engagement is regarded as worthwhile to the group's interests, an important dimension of 
sociocultural practice and learning. Women who experience education and economic 
engagements are likely to contribute to their children’s value of intellectual engagement. 
Intrinsically valued intellectual engagement provides the firmest basis for sustaining intellectual 
motivation through adolescence and into adulthood (Kuhn & Park, 2006).  
Despite the growing emphasis on community mobilization and the widespread 
adoption of participatory strategies, evidence of success has been inconsistent (Campbell et al., 
2009). Participation, empowerment, and community ownership have become common words 
signifying sustainable development practice, but many development workers perceive these 
goals as vague and difficult to implement (Chambers et al., 2001; Cornwall, 2009). There is an 
urgent need to move beyond the rhetoric and decipher the factors that mediate the success of 
participatory interventions.  
There has been a recent call for insights from the behavioral and social sciences into the 




hierarchical relations between groups, interventions which seek to empower subordinate groups 
destabilize the social order and can provoke insecurity and reactance (MacLachlan et al., 2010).  
Examples abound of technically sophisticated interventions which fail to take hold in 
communities (Bradley et al., 2011).  
To summarize, there have been general improvements in women's status through 
changing norms of what is socially acceptable; however, the results of community-based 
initiatives based on grassroots are less predictable. A triangulation of participation between the 
community, staff, and donors aids in building trust and manage unexpected circumstances 
(Bradley et al., 2011). It is important to address the viability of a grassroots approach with the 
focus on microeconomic interventions, rather than depending on government intervention on an 
institutional level (Cohen & Easterly, 2010). Grauer (1989) proposed the concept to act locally 
and think globally in order to create sustainable societies, urging people to consider the health of 
the entire planet, and to act in their own communities and cities.  
Regarding engagement through trust, unexpected events are also crucial to forming 
positive relationships. Gaining the trust of communities is a long and unpredictable process, 
often accompanied by unanticipated events such as teachers spontaneously responding to 
community emergencies, proving their good intent by going beyond their official roles to help 
people (Dyson & Moore, 1983).  
According to Dyson and Moore (1983), social change initiatives are unlikely to have 
unanimous support, and participants must manage resultant unrest within communities. The 
women in their study adapted their approaches to negotiate peacefully with their violent 
husbands. Some even convinced their previously violent husbands to take part in the negotiation. 




The more community-led participatory interventions are, the less predictable they become 
(Goldsmith et al., 2010). 
Kabeer (1999) stated that “women’s empowerment can be defined as the engagement of 
women socially, economically, and politically so that they can develop an internal sense of self, 
experience self–efficacy, and break oppressive familial and societal norms” (p. 14). The goal is 
to increase women’s power of choice as it relates to terms of control over self-reliance and 
internal strength (Kabeer, 1999). These factors provide the environment for external control, 
thereby increasing self-confidence. An inner strength is required to challenge the norms and 
initiate a consciousness of transformation in order to overcome barriers. These actions could 
potentially redefine traditional ideology for the educational, economic and societal development 
of women. According to Kabeer (1999, “Empowerment is concerned with individual power and 
the relation of power between individuals and within cultures and societies” (p. 24).  
Stromquist (1995) described empowerment as a “multifaceted concept including different 
components ranging from women’s understanding of the causes of their suppression to acting 
collectively as a group toward social change” (p. 308). The women’s empowerment movement is 
rooted in the assumption that one of the first steps towards this goal occurs in small groups with 
a collective agenda (Stromquist, 2015). Thus, both individual and collective agency are 
important drivers of women’s empowerment (Stromquist, 2015). 
Measuring key dimensions of women's agency and empowerment is complex—but 
feasible and important. The data presented by Hanmer and Klugman (2016) revealed consistently 
positive associations with completing secondary education and later outcomes. This discovery 
illustrated the importance of obtaining education beyond primary schooling. There is evidence 




discrimination in access to education and the labor market would make better use of women’s 
skills and abilities; there is a strong empirical relationship between economic development and 
measures of gender equality.  
Showalter (2016) stated that psychological scholars highlight the need to empower the 
communities as a whole, working from the inside. It is important to engage local women who 
understand local cultural and societal realities. Considering women in local communities can 
best define what women’s empowerment means to them; it is crucial to allow women to set their 
own agenda with regard to enhancing their personal and familial sense of empowerment 
(Stromquist, 1995). It is from within a woman’s soul and her respective community that relevant 
social change can occur without marginalizing women’s voices (Dutt et al., 2016). 
Barriers to Engagement  
Dimopoulos (2020) stated that there are many obstacles on the road to empowerment. 
Fear of domestic abuse is one factor. Research during the past 20 years on domestic violence 
against women focuses on the cycle of violence within abusive relationships, and why women so 
frequently stay in abusive relationships. Many perpetrators of domestic violence use it as a 
means of control and attempt to prevent their partners from working outside of the home (Eitle & 
Turner, 2002; Levendosky et al., 2004; Matthews, 2004). In these cases, the benefits of 
employment do not matter. Intra-household inequalities have been found to exacerbate the 
vulnerability of women and girls; the problem may be most severe in parts of India, specifically 
in the Northern regions, and may also vary by social class (Moghadam, 2005).  
Hanmer and Klugman (2016) generalized that rates of deprivation are highest in low-
income countries such as India. Societal contributors to the rate of poverty among women can be 




Education appears to play an important role. Completing even a primary education is associated 
with a better outcome (Hanmer & Klugman, 2016, p. 249). Women’s lack of opportunities and 
social engagement perpetuate the concealed cycle of abuse. These populations are more difficult 
to examine, which is potentially one reason why research has been conducted on employed 
women in urban settings (Dimopoulos, 2020).  
Kapur (2018) stated that for women living in poverty in India, time and resources must be 
available to participate in the program on a consistent basis to have long-term impact. Women 
carry overwhelming responsibilities in the household, including caring for their multi-
generational families. Although women’s health status in India has improved over the past few 
decades, women still face serious health risks because of persistent disadvantages (Grown et al., 
2005). To summarize, previous researchers have demonstrated general improvements over time 
in women's self and societal engagement by changing norms of what is socially acceptable 
through education and employment, although additional investigations must be undertaken to 
understand the role of men, both positive and negative, in the elevation of women within their 
respective societies. 
An additional barrier that women in rural Northern India face is the lack of access to 
technology. Srinivasan (2017) stated that “inequality is a major part of the story of today’s 
internet (p. 27). Figures from the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) cited that 53% 
of the world population, which amounts to 3.9 billion people, remains unconnected (Loughran, 
2016).  
A new body of research examining the impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic must 
be undertaken to determine the impact of lockdown conditions and temporary cessation of 




Nations (2020), “As the COVID-19 pandemic deepens economic and social stress coupled with 
restricted movement and social isolation measures, gender-based violence is increasing 
exponentially” (p. 4). Many women are being forced to stay at home with their abusers, while 
services to support survivors are being disrupted or made inaccessible. Emerging evidence on the 
impact of COVID-19 suggests that women’s economic and productive lives will be affected 
disproportionately and differently from men.  
Per The Telegraph (2020), “The UN Women and the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP) said that the COVID-19 pandemic will disproportionately affect women and push 47 
million more women and girls into extreme poverty by 2021, reversing decades of progress to lift 
this demographic above the poverty line” (para. 2). According to Asadullah and Raghunathan 
(2020), this pandemic will further perpetuate the feminization of poverty. Research from the 
World Bank projected that an additional 12 million women in India will be driven into poverty, 
and these conditions will create food insecurity and health and well-being for many women and 
their families (Asadullah & Raghunathan, 2020). 
Educating the Next Generation  
Wagner (2018) shared a statement from Paulo Freire which is applicable to this body of 
research: 
Education functions either as an instrument to facilitate integration of the younger 
generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity, or it becomes 
the practice of freedom, the means by which all women deal critically and creatively with 
reality, and discover how to participate in the transformation of the world. (p.127) 
Wagner (2018) also stated that “learning is how we reach our human potential” (p. 53). 




link to poverty reduction and economic growth (Wilis et al., 2009). The concept of 
multidimensionality, however, indicates that the interpretation of results is not always 
straightforward.  
Kapur (2018) discussed the conditions of poverty in relation to childhood education in 
India, stating that children living in poverty lack the physical environment and resources to 
support learning. Coley and Baker (2013) stated that strategic implementation is necessary to 
mitigate the influence of poverty on educational outcome. Kabeer (2003) states that the 
exploration of the concept of empowerment can be examined through the interwoven concept of 
resources, achievement and agency.  
Disadvantaged children particularly benefit from early education. Wilis et al. (2009) 
stated that early educational intervention offers long-term benefits to children, including 
enhanced cognitive abilities and performance in primary school and beyond, particularly when 
combined with quality nutrition and health care. Once foundational skills such as numeracy and 
literacy are acquired, they set the foundation for learning other subjects. Wills et al. presented 
evidence confirming that early literacy acquisition is a good predictor of later educational 
success (Dimopoulos, 2020). 
Kapur (2018) discussed education as a key component in developing an efficient and 
successful life, providing the education prepares students to utilize their education in an efficient 
manner. Kapur further developed this point by discussing the innate maternal understanding of 
the significance of education and relocating from rural environments, taking jobs as day laborers, 
to send their children to schools to break the cycle of poverty (Dimopoulos, 2020). 
Kabeer (2003) stated that maternal self-agency and educational/work engagement outside 




opens up new ideas and possibilities through their wider contacts and the world outside the 
family and local community” (p.176). Krishnan and Hariharan (2006) discussed the imminent 
need to build a skilled scientific work- force. These authors stated, “To build a skilled workforce 
taking advantage of the demographic dividend, India needs to reach out to young students in the 
middle school to high school level, and provide research training opportunities” (Krishnan & 
Hariharan, para. 4). 
Social Intervention Impact 
Wagner (2018) discussed the concept of positive freedom, stating that what matters most 
in international development is how much control one has over their own life. Specific studies 
discuss development agencies increasingly recognizing the urgent need to understand how new 
ideas and behaviors are received within a culture. Kabeer’s (1999) feminist theory links 
individual agency to cultural power relations of gender or gender structures of constraint 
(Dimopoulos, 2020). This theory focuses on the woven roles of ideological and material factors 
in constituting these structures, and the importance of rules, norms, and practices associated with 
kinship and the family (Kabeer, 1999). Kuhn and Park (2006) stated that mothers would be more 
likely to impose intellectual values which are shared within a group and defined by the extent to 
which intellectual engagement is regarded as worthwhile to the group's interests, an important 
dimension of sociocultural practice and learning.  
Despite the growing emphasis on community mobilization and the widespread 
adoption of participatory strategies, evidence of success has been inconsistent (Campbell et al., 
2009; McNamara & Morse, 2004). Participation, empowerment, and community ownership have 




workers perceive them as vague and difficult to implement (Chambers et al., 2001; Cornwall, 
2009). Collective action is central to social transformation (Kabeer, 2003).  
    Development and community empowerment begin with the core fundamentals of societal 
engagement through family and education. Showalter (2016) indicated that previous 
psychological scholars have highlighted the need to empower communities from the inside out. It 
is important to engage local women who understand local cultural and societal realities. 
Considering women in local communities can best define what women’s empowerment means to 
them, it is crucial to allow women to set their own agenda with regard to enhancing their 
personal and familial sense of empowerment (Stromquist, 1995). Despite the growing emphasis 
on community mobilization and the widespread adoption of participatory strategies, the evidence 
of success has been inconsistent (Campbell et al., 2009). Participation, empowerment, and 
community ownership have become buzzwords signifying good development practice, but many 
development workers perceive them as vague and difficult to implement (Chambers et al., 2001; 
Cornwall, 2009).  
    As social identities are defined by hierarchical relations between groups, interventions 
which seek to empower subordinate groups destabilize the social order and can provoke 
insecurity and instability (MacLachlan et al., 2010). Specific studies discussing international 
development agencies increasingly recognize the urgent need to understand how new ideas and 
behaviors are received within a culture. Social change initiatives are unlikely to have unanimous 
support, and participants must manage resultant unrest within communities (MacLachlan et al., 
2010). Communities are often governed by strict social norms, which can both drive and be 
driven by choices traditionally made by women in the village. If the social stigma associated 




not change empowerment outcomes. Trust is a key factor in engagement. Janssens (2010) 
indicated that the majority of existing research has focused on the programs as building village-
level social capital and trust, rather than studying its intended impact on female empowerment. 
Limitations of the Literature 
In this section, the researcher section will address areas which require additional 
scholarly development and scrutiny. The lack of firsthand narrative lived experiences shared by 
women, children, and their families who either participated in social intervention programs or 
bore witness to such programs within their cultures was evident. Albeit important to statistically 
prove improvement of living conditions in the respective households and villages, success is also 
a subjective experience. Hearing the lived experience can advance the understanding of the 
human dimension of development. Kabeer (2003) cited the necessity of “translating rights from 
formal to real experiences” (p.42). 
    Moghadam (2005) posed the question of poverty taking on a female face. Moghadam 
(2005)  develops the statement, defining the gap in research. Allen (1992) noted that 
“international comparisons of female poverty and the feminization of poverty are still rare, and 
the existing data are not usually comparable” (p. 108) and stated that no “thorough analysis of 
the subject exists” (p. 108). 
Social Conditions: The Feminization of Poverty in Rural Northern India  
Lacking Women’s Voices 
The published literature on women’s empowerment through vocation and education is 
primarily focused on quantifying success through the presentation of quantitative data. Proving 




determine the elevation of physical lifestyle. Noticeably missing from the body of literature was 
the role of women in India from a historical perspective prior to British rule.  
Educating the Next Generation 
The studies presented discuss the importance of formal education for permanent societal 
changes in poverty alleviation, viewing education as a singular attribute. Wagner (2018) noted 
that “no learning takes place in isolation” (p. 110). There were limited studies focusing on non-
formal learning as a holistic collaborative process. There is a gap in research in the field of 
education as a human right. The theory that all humans have a right to education is complex, and 
finding a common definition of the right to a formal education is ambiguous. Humans can learn 
in environments outside of the classroom. As an example, children working in the bazaars in the 
Middle East and Asia learn from an early age skill such as language and math, which are used 
every day in the normal course of business. While some of the children could be considered 
functionally illiterate, many of their learned skills, including critical thinking and leadership, 
could be considered highly functional.  
There is a profound need to research the pathways which empower youth by providing a 
modern framework of policies for human empowerment, enabling them to have more control 
over extended “waithood” - the time between youth and adulthood. Honwana (2012) used the 
term waithood to define the years of youth in parts of Africa to extend to age of 35 years. This 
acknowledgement also illustrates the awareness of regional cultural norms and is in line with the 
overall attentiveness to human rights. Global youth should be empowered to consider human 
rights education as a tool in applying the underlying principles of human rights to work: fairness, 
respect for human dignity and difference, tolerance, and equality. Future research on the topic of 




increased control over their own lives, as well as impacting the decisions that may positively 
affect them and their communities. 
Social Intervention Impact 
There was negligible literature examining social innovation projects that effectively 
provide data on a collaborative multi-generational and societal study. In the existing published 
research, scholars have addressed maternal health, vocational education, employment, and 
childhood education as separate entities. In developing tractable measures and data, the empirical 
front has faced major challenges (Hanmer & Klugman, 2016). Future researchers face major 
challenges in determining the long-term effect of the global pandemic and lack of women and 
children access to work and education. Kalirajan and Singh (2012) stated that social programs 
aimed exclusively at creating limited employment opportunities lack the quality for long term 
vocation and familial pathways out of poverty.  
Study Significance and Research Contribution  
Currently, there is a gap in research regarding successful social innovation projects which 
effectively provide data on a collaborative multi-generational and societal study. There are 
unique sets of challenges for women and their families in rural Northern India, which is a topic 
deserving of further study in order to inform the development of more effective programs.  
Women’s empowerment must be viewed as a process (Jejeebhoy & Sathar, 2001). These 
previous literature findings highlight the importance of social and organizational supports, which 
are needed to ensure that women are protected in their personal growth. The empirical front has 
faced major challenges in developing tractable measures and data (Hanmer & Klugman, 2016). 
Sen (2012) stated that “empowering women and girls with more choices and more freedoms is 




lofty goal must be examined, as well should opposing factors which perpetuate poverty for 
women and children. The current investigation of the Purkal Project created an original body of 
research with the potential to serve as a roadmap for future societal intervention and 
development in both underserved communities and developing societies globally. While research 
has been extensive on the topics of women’s education and empowerment, as well as childhood 
education (Stromquist, 1995; Wagner, 2018), there is a gap with regard to a successful social 
innovation project that effectively provides data on a collaborative multi-generational and 
societal intervention.  
Research must be undertaken to understand the role of society in social empowerment as 
comprehensive community engagement, rather than as separate social initiatives and its impact 
on self-agency for mothers and their children. By researching women’s education and 
employment, education of their children, the future of the society and the viability and long-term 
change in the community, the current study contributes findings regarding the effective 
implementation of social innovation and change.  
The impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic in relation to social interventions has 
created a rich environment for research, considering that, as of August 2020, the project has 
undergone a major transition. It has transitioned from a comprehensive initiative where mothers 
and their children were working and learning side-by-side to Purkal Stree Shakti relocating to a 
location approximately 25 kilometers from the original site. Ideally, longitudinal research could 
untangle the causal ambiguities. Future study is necessary to determine the strength of women’s 
self-agency and education in creating permanent societal change under unprecedented 
circumstances, as well as to determine how these changes affect the women’s status, which is 





Reviewing existing literature is essential before inquiring whether there is compelling 
evidence that social intervention projects can have a lasting impact on rural society development. 
Additional research is needed and will lead to new discoveries of issues which must be examined 
to create a comprehensive analysis of economic, sociological, and educational factors which 
contribute to successful and sustained social intervention projects. While research has been 
extensive on the topics of women’s education, empowerment, and childhood education, there is a 
gap relating to a successful social innovation project which effectively provides data on a 
collaborative multi-generational and societal study. Empirical researchers have faced major 
challenges developing tractable measures and data availability (Hanmer & Klugman, 2016). 
Research must be undertaken to understand the role of society of social empowerment as 
comprehensive community engagement, rather than as separate social initiatives. Researching 
women’s education and employment, the education of their children, the future of the society, 
and the viability and long-term change in the community, the Purkal Project research will 
produce an original body of research in the effective implementation of social innovation and 
change. Ideally, longitudinal research could untangle the causal ambiguities. 
The findings of this study add clarity to the literature discussing the relationship between 
the status of women, child and youth education and community empowerment. In future 
research, it would be useful to assess whether the same associations between status and abuse 
operate in other patriarchal settings. Using a broad sample, it would be helpful to examine how 
husbands and family members opinions impact a woman’s decision to be employed. This data 
would allow the researcher to test the hypothesis that the protectiveness of domestic status is 




determine how deeply ingrained these factors are in individual women within the family, and as 
a society. It is also necessary to study factors contributing to empowerment, education, and 
social development in similar villages, as well as non-participating societies, in order to derive a 
comparative analysis.  
The great majority of current literature cites the measurements of women’s status 
operationalized as a measure of an end-product rather than on development, considering 
empowerment as a process (Jejeebhoy, 2002). These findings emphasize the importance of social 
and institutional supports which are needed to ensure that women are not endangered during their 
role transitions. 
In order to understand changes in rural societies, it is necessary to begin with the 
examination of women’s status which is related to other components of development that benefit 
children and society. The improved understanding of participation in a social intervention that 
provides opportunity to women, children, and societies holds will inform the development of 






CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
In this study, the researcher explored the experiences of the women, youth, and 
administrators who participated in The Purkal Project—a joint partnership between Purkal Stree 
Shakti (PSS) and Purkal Youth Society (PYSD) over a 20-year span. The Purkal Project is 
considered a change-maker in social innovation on the world stage, providing free, world-class 
vocational and entrepreneurship training and education in an economically challenged rural 
community in the Himalayan region of Northern India.  
The research is woven with feminist theory, providing a lens into the lives of women who 
decided consciously to set forth on uncharted paths, often against insurmountable odds. They  
challenged the structure of the culture and norms to empower the self, improve their quality of 
life, and create pathways for education and advancement for their children in the hope of 
permanently replacing poverty with upward mobility. 
While research has been extensive on the topics of women’s education and empowerment 
and childhood education in India, the presented research fills a gap in social innovation projects 
which focus on a collaborative multi-generational and societal project.  The research was framed 
though a feminist theory perspective through the identification of social conditions which 
contribute to women and children’s state of poverty in rural India. The researcher described the 
essence of the human story of success based on the personal experiences of project participants 
through qualitative interviews. The study research and methodology are reviewed in this chapter.  
The researcher examined the history of the feminization of poverty in rural India, as well 
as the cultural and societal norms of the women who are participants of the project and live in 




explored the participants’ personal experiences of the path that created self-agency and new 
opportunities for themselves and their families, as well the social norms within the community 
that transformed their cultural mindset from hopelessness to opportunity.  
Research was undertaken using a qualitative method design to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the research problem by incorporating qualitative instruments such as 
interviews, observations, and archived documents. The researcher had planned to visit the project 
for 1 month during July 2020 to observe and interview participants currently in the program, new 
participants, and the surrounding rural communities in the Uttarakhand region which match the 
same profile as Purkal. Due to the inability to the COVID-19 pandemic, including the complete 
shutdown of the project and the researchers inability to travel to conduct in-person interviews 
and observations, the most viable option was to limit the sample size and conduct and record 
sessions via Zoom. While initially concerned about the pivot from a larger sample group to a 
selection of scale due to necessity, the researcher was reminded by research presented by 
deMarrais (2004) that there are no specific rules regarding the number of participants in 
qualitative research. The researcher’s obstacles and limitations will be discussed in this section.  
The theoretical framework of this study was feminist theory, while the study design was 
that of narrative inquiry. The researcher was known to the group as an observer and information 
gatherer. Any participation in the group was secondary. The term “peripheral role” is defined as 
having the ability to establish an insider’s identity without participating in member activities 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.145).  
A perspective is developed through qualitative research in the form of interviews and 
archived documents. In Chapter 4, the researcher identifies the social conditions which 




affect the social structure at large. The conditions to be examined are poverty, domestic abuse, 
lack of basic needs and sanitation, and limited access to educational and economic opportunity.    
The researcher aimed to tell the story of a group of women and their children who 
discovered that societal change and economic empowerment is possible. Their story is presented 
as a narrative lived experience, enriched through vocational education and training. The stories 
of the youth will explain from their experience why empowering the mother is not enough; 
instead, there must be a multi-general cycle of education which In the case of the participants of 
the Purkal Project, such a cycle has changed the landscape of the community and society at large, 
from “hand-out” to “hand-up.” 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) discussed background research which could reveal issues 
that “cannot be observed,” as well as situations which took place prior to the beginning of the 
study (p.164). In order to examine the factors which inspired the women to join the project, 
research of the historical environmental conditions which created and perpetuates the conditions 
of the 
Research Design 
Qualitative Inquiry  
According to Freeman (2019), qualitative research from a feminist theory perspective 
shares the researcher’s commitment to presenting a deeply reflective lived experience through 
the subjective voice on the part of the participants. The goal is to understand the human 
experience of the condition of oppression and hear personal accounts of the dismantling of the 
condition and constructing new ways of gaining knowledge and power (Freeman, 2019). 




the researcher aimed to investigate how individuals construct meaning in their lives (Creswell, 
2013). 
    Creswell (2013) argued that qualitative research begins with philosophical assumptions 
and uses some interpretive lenses to study some human or social problem. The design of 
qualitative research seeks to create a holistic understanding of the research through examining 
the relationship between the visible and invisible.    Denzin and Lincoln (2011) stated that 
qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (p. 3). Qualitative inquiry 
can be defined as “a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible” (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2011, p. 3).   
    Merriam and Tisdell (2016) advised researchers to select a study design which matches 
the research questions and matches their personality and worldview (p. 1). Research can be a 
daunting task; therefore, the topics should be based on a concept which sparked the researcher’s 
curiosity. Booth et al. (2008) stated that most research begins as described as a “mental itch” 
about a small question (p. 33). The current researcher approached the doctoral program to 
understand the underpinnings of what motivated women living in desperate poverty to seek life 
improvement for self and their families. The purpose was to hear the stories of the participants to 
understand the catalyst for self-agency for these women, as well as its impact on their children. 
Thus, the research vehicle chosen to represent the power of the human experience was narrative 
inquiry.   
Narrative Inquiry 
Narrative inquiry is a powerful method that utilizes stories to document firsthand 




to gain new understanding of the quality or essence of a phenomenon. Narrative inquiry is 
defined as tell a story, centered on the individual experience and perception, rather than 
quantitative data. While quantitative research scientifically creates metrics, which can prove or 
disprove a theory, qualitative research can define the metrics of an experience through telling the 
story of individuals who have lived it. The method provides insight about what happened and is 
happening in the participants’ lives from their own perspectives.  
Feminist Theory 
Creswell (2013) stated that feminist research attempts to frame the situations which 
create and perpetuate problematic women’s diversity issues. The topic of “domination prevails in 
the feminist literature, but the subject matter is gender domination within a patriarchal 
society” (Creswell, 2013, p. 26). Feminist research aims to challenge current societal norms 
surrounding women’s roles and power (Creswell, 2013). Olsen (2005) considered that the focus 
of feminist research should be developed from a stance which questions the conditions of 
feminist knowledge and experience. Moghadam (2005) discussed the feminist approach to 
poverty, stating that the conditions that perpetuate women’s vulnerability to poverty include 
pervasive gender inequalities and biases within political systems, labor markets, and households.  
Lather (1991) noted that feminist researchers examine gender as a principle that shapes 
the conditions of the lives of women. Feminists pose questions which relate to the central issues 
of gender which shape consciousness. The goal is to “correct both the invisibility and distortion 
of female experience in ways relevant to ending women's unequal social position” (Lather, 1991, 
p. 71). 
King and Stewart (1997) discussed the necessity of researching the impact of the power 




avoid seeking a coherent definition of women’s self-agency (King & Stewart, 1997). Rather, 
each woman should be viewed from an individual and unique perspective in order to determine 
her ability to make personal choices for her life and resist oppression (King & Stewart, 1997). In 
other words, a qualitative method of narrative inquiry provides the opportunity to listen to 
women and tell their stories regarding what sparked self-agency and the desire for permanent 
change for self and their families. Considering that the researcher approached this study from a 
feminist perspective and utilizing narrative inquiry, stories were collected of community 
conditions prior to the formation of the project, as well as during its growth phase and current 
societal outcomes.  
Role of the Researcher 
The researcher has traveled extensively throughout the world examining NGOs for 
inclusion in cross cultural exchange in the educational travel programs for her company Learning 
Journeys, a travel industry brand created by the researcher. All observed were segregated into 
specific categories. Some projects focus on women’s empowerment, others on quality of 
education in developing societies, and others on the quality of social conditions, but the 
researcher had yet to uncover a project which is a comprehensive social intervention until the 
discovery of the Purkal Project and subsequent annual research trips to the society. Through 
these trips, researcher observed measurable changes within the women and children of the 
society. Sowing the seeds of change with the mothers and building generational change could 
create a permanent impact of societal change for the communities at large. The key is to hear 
stories from the participants themselves. The researcher sought to identify what sparked their 
self-agency and inspired them to persevere with an initiative that could potentially have serious 





In choosing a narrative method of inquiry, the researcher was reminded that bias is part of 
human nature. While one would like to consider that they have the ability to approach research 
from a neutral perspective, it must be accepted that it is inevitable that individuals will have 
personal bias. There was also reminded of the definition of an insider. The researcher desired to 
be accepted as an insider in the culture of research. While the participants appreciated the work 
and awareness it brought to the project, the researcher understood that she would never be fully 
accepted by the participants. As a result, the researcher devised methods to encourage honesty in 
responses, such as engaging a local interpreter known to the participants. Merriam and Tisdell 
(2016) recommended taking the role of a “careful observer” (p. 138). Through keen observation, 
the researcher was able to differentiate research observation from routine observation (Merriam 
& Tisdell, 2016).   
Having been raised in poverty in an abusive household, the researcher was required to 
remain alert for issues which serve as triggers While the background lends well to serve as a 
catalyst to empower women and their families through creating opportunities for vocational and 
economic empowerment, there was an awareness to remain on alert to not judge the women for 
choosing to remain in abusive situations, even when they have economic autonomy.  
The process of developing a reflective stance can be daunting. Over the past 5 years, the 
researcher developed the skills of neutral listening and careful observation. Through listening 
and observing, a space was created to hear the participants’ stories to glean insight into the 
complex condition of life as a woman in rural India. The researcher contemplated what life 
would look walking in their shoes. However, the researcher remained diligent to retain self-




Through developing a relationship with the women of the village of Purkal, both program 
participants and non-participating inhabitants, the researcher reflected on societal norms and 
family structure to determine why some women embraced the opportunity, while others viewed 
the project as a threat. Careful narrative inquiry was imperative to the women’s stories from the 
perspective of a researcher, leaving little room for personal bias.  
Setting 
This study was scheduled and IRB-approved to begin in July 2020. Accessibility could be 
considered difficult, at best, in the rural environs in Northern India, particularly during the 
monsoon season which occurs between June and September, in which heavy rains cause heavy 
environmental damage (see Figure 1). Prior to COVID-19 lockdown conditions, the project 
sponsored bus transportation to ensure participants could reach the location on a consistent basis. 
Upon the cessation of operations in March, however, all transportation ceased, essentially 
disconnecting the participants lifeline to the outside world. Prior to COVID-19, the study was to 
be conducted onsite, on the campus of the Purkal Project over the period of 1 month; however, a 
rapid pivot in implementation from on site to virtual interviews was required to meet the 
timelines for research.  
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that the online environment is a natural arena and rich 
ground for research as it provides access for online interactions based on the advancement of 
technology and its place in the global community. Researchers must take caution to observe 
three critical areas, which include the ethics the medium has on ethical practices, software 
functionality during the data gathering phase, and the interpretation of the context of the data 




disclose the impact of the online conditions, including limitations encountered (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). 
At times, the situation appeared insurmountable. However, based on the determination of 
the project leaders and participants, bus transportation was organized to transport the women and 
students from rural villages, despite the teeming summer rains, to document their stories. The 
photo in Figure 1 was taken by the researcher in the summer of 2018 in the Northern Himalayan 
region. This image depicts the raging waters which create impassable road conditions for some 
of the rural villages. 
 
Figure 1. Monsoon season in Purkal, India. 
The conditions were bittersweet. The location was in the process of moving from its 
cocoon next to the nursery school, to a location approximately 25 kilometers away. The 
interviews took place via The University of Illinois Urbana Champaign’s Zoom platform. All 
interviews were recorded and housed in the cloud.  
Participants 
Initially, the researcher intended to recruit and interview approximately 33 participants: 
10 current program participants (women), eight current program participants (students), eight 
teachers and administrators, including the project founders, two husbands of program 




Due to the limitations faced due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the sample size was reduced to 
nine participants.  
Selection Criteria 
The researcher solicited participants based on the following criteria. First, the participants 
could not be personally known to the researcher. Second, they were required to be participants of 
the Purkal Project. Purkal Stree Shakti and Purkal Youth Society assisted with access to the 
participants by creating an email utilizing the IRB-approved recruitment email. Pseudonyms 
were created for the five female project participants and two students.  
Data Gathering 
This study was designed as a qualitative narrative inquiry, with women, students, and 
administrators of the Purkal Project as the main participants, utilizing interviews as a primary 
data source. The goal was to explore individual and shared phenomenon through a feminist lens. 
After the initial recruitment process had been completed, specific dates were set to conduct 
interviews on the PYDS campus. The interviews were conducted via Zoom with participants 
located on the Purkal Campus, at the site of the Purkal Stree Shakti shop, and the researcher from 
home in Saratoga, New York.  
The participants were invited to participate in individual interviews that lasted 
approximately 20 minutes each. An interpreter facilitated the women’s interviews due to their 
command of English. All questions were drafted in advance and conducted with each participant 
in a consistent manner. All interviews were conducted by the researcher. The interviews were 
recorded using the University’s Zoom platform. While the researcher attempted to perform 
member checking by reaching out to the participants to verify the accuracy of the interview 




created by the COVID pandemic. 
 
Participant  Program Role Years in Program 
Banee Bata    PSS   Administrator 4 
Akshara       PSS        Artisan 20 
Bhavani PSS        Artisan 12 
Riya         PSS        Artisan 7 
Samaria      PSS        Artisan 6 
Kavay PSS        Shopkeeper 2 
Ashwani 
Sharma 
PYDS Administrator 20 
A.P. and V.P. PYDS         Students 8 
 
Figure 2. Participants. 
Participant Profiles 
Neetu Singh 
    Neetu Singh, the 40-year-old translator who assisted with the interviews, is a woman of 
modern India. As the co-owner of a travel company, Himalayan Edge, she and her husband 
Sandesh specialize in providing travelers with an insider’s immersion into the prevailing cultures 
of the Himalayan region of Uttarakhand. While she and her family are part of the exploding 
Indian middle class, she has a deep understanding of the struggles of local women of all 
socioeconomic groups. She grew up alongside her four siblings: two boys and two girls. Her 
father was a lecturer in mathematics, and her mother was a caretaker of the home.  
Banee Bata 
    Bata, the 30-year-old new administrator of Purkal Stree Shakti, grew up in Dehradun in 
the Indian state of Uttarakhand, with an interest in art and all things creative. She studied in a 
convent through grade 12, after which her desire to become a designer led her first to the 




in 2014, before moving onto Istituto Marangoni in Milan, where she secured a Master’s degree 
in surface and textile design. 
Ashwani Sharma  
Sharma, a 32-year-old native of a local village in close proximity to Purkal, was the first 
student to participate in the Purkal Youth Development Society project. After relocating to New 
Delhi and working in the tourism sector, Sharma returned to Purkal to work as the project 
administrator for the project.  
Akshara 
Akshara is an artisan living in a local village in close proximity to the project. She is a 
married woman who is 44 years old and has two boys, both of whom completed their education 
at PYDS. She arrived for her interview in a beautiful traditional periwinkle and soft pink saree. 
She adorned the traditional red bindi strategically placed in the middle of her forehead, in-
between her eyes, signifying she is a married woman. Akshara joined Purkal Stree Shakti as one 
of the first participants.  
Samaria 
Samaria is a cheerful, 35-year-old woman with dimples and an expressive demeanor. She 
arrived for the interview in a saffron colored saree, with matching colored glasses. Her hair 
neatly tucked back in a bun, with two visible bindis, one between her eyes and one just beneath 
her hairline. Samaria was a formally trained designer by trade. She came to the project for 





Kavya, a 31-year-old young woman, joined the project 2 years ago for the financial 
betterment of her family as well as securing an education for her son. She worked as the project’s 
storekeeper and her husband works at PYDS as a lab teacher. 
Riya 
For Riya, 6 years working at Stree Shakti has provided her a confidence she had not 
previously thought she could possess. The 30-year-old woman first relocated to the area of 
Purkal at the recommendation of her sister, who lived locally, and advised she could find work 
there. At the time, she battled circumstances of extreme poverty in her rural village. Her 
husband, a laborer, faced a tough economic climate and wholeheartedly supported her taking a 
job. The couple’s two children, aged 7 and 9 years old currently, were babies at the time. 
Bhavani  
Bhavani is a 47-year-old widow who discusses the social status of women in India upon 
the death of their spouse. Living in conditions of severe poverty in a village near The Purkal 
Project, she was left completely alone, with no support from either her family of her husbands. 
She found economic empowerment and a community when she joined The Purkal Project.  
AP 
AP is an 18-year-old and a graduate of PYDS. His mother is an artisan at PSS.  
VP  
VP is a PYDS graduate and the brother of AP. There are five members in the family. His 
hobbies are sketching and playing basketball. Mostly, however, his friends refer to the man in the 




Upon IRB approval, the researcher sent recruitment emails to eligible participants. 
Individuals who expressed interest in participating and indicated their informed consent were 
provided with a date and time for the interviews. The participants were required to submit the 
IRB approved interview consent form prior to the interview. The interview questions that the 
researcher asked can be found in Appendix A, while the IRB approval letter can be found in 
Appendix B. 
Journal Notes 
The journaling technique is an important part of the research process. Throughout the 
research process, a record of memos was kept. Journaling captured thoughts, moments and 
memories and served as a basis for data analysis.  
Data Analysis 
Data analysis began immediately after the interviews. As mentioned previously, the 
University’s Zoom platform was utilized to conduct and document the sessions. The researcher 
was thrilled to learn that Zoom had an automatic transcription service. This soon turned to 
frustration upon discovering the foibles of automated transcription when using a translator. The 
conversion of the Hindi language was comical at times. A simple statement of the researcher’s 
name was translated into “Carol, the marvelous.” Reality set in, and the process of hand 
transcriptions for the majority of the interviews began.   
The interviews were primarily hand transcribed, with the exception of Bata’s interview, 
as her spoken English was excellent. Once the interviews were transcribed, coding was 
undertaken. Initially, there was a sense of uncertainty with the coding process, unsure of how to 




students when they begin qualitative data analytic assignments is feeling overwhelmed by the 
vast array of coding methods from which to choose” (p.77).  
Manning (2017) stated that honoring the spoken words of the participants is paramount. 
The hand coding method is helpful when “researchers interact with participants from a particular 
culture or microculture to help highlight how those participants use specific words or phrases in 
their interactions that might not otherwise be understood when using other forms of coding” 
(para. 1). The hand coding method was utilized to engage with the narratives. Inductive coding 
was chosen to enable a clean slate from which codes could be created based on the data itself 
based on the interviews.  
Data Analysis Process Synopsis:  
     The first step in the data analysis process was to gather the data through archived documents 
and interviews.  Journal notes were utilized only to provide a descriptive background of the site 
and location and did not impact research findings. Once the data gathering was completed in 
each section, both narrative and descriptive coding was conducted by hand, followed by code 
assignments. The data was broken down into three categories: administrators, women and 
students.   
The researcher reflected on the process of hand coding as a tool to seek patterns of 
collective and individual issues, inspiration, belief, and the relationship to the respective culture. 
A flat coding frame was used to assign the same level of specificity and importance to each code 
as all codes were considered to be of equal value. The categories for initial code assignments 
emerged. The participant categories were recorded by color markers (colors below) with each 





Administrators (a): 1a:future-2a:opportunity-3a: oppression-4a-family-5a-heritage-6a-growth-7a: 
commitment-8a:customs-9a: independence. 
Women (w): 1w:children-2w:family -3w: love-4w:commitment-5w:pride- 6w:community-7w-
achievement 8w:future-9w:worry-10w:friends-11w:gratitude-12w:workload -13w: future. 
Students (s): 1s:excitement-2s:classes-3s-goals-4s:subjects-5s:future-6s:hope-7s-home-8s-
family-9s:village-10s: friends-11s-poverty-12s: role models/mentors. 
A second round of coding was undertaken, and additional categories were discovered: 
Administrators: 10a:uncertainty-11a:reminiscence -12a:obstacles 
Women: 14w:remorse-15w:daily meals-16w- in-laws 
Students: Friends and inspirations 
 
A third review was undertaken, which determined the data had reached saturation. Based on the 
initial patterns, prominent categories were defined, and codes and colors were assigned. 
Category:  Social Conditions  
Code: Oppression- Code: Poverty- Code: Bias-Code:Education- Code: Employment-Code: 
Safety 
Category: Family Structure-Power Dynamics 
Code: Household make-up -Code: Workload (home)-Code: Customs and practices  
Code: Children  
Category: Purkal Project -Personal Impact 




Category:  Future 
Code: Opportunity-Code: Change-Code: Fear-Code: Hope                         
 
A flat coding frame (Saldana, 2016) was utilized to assign a standard level of specificity and 
importance to each code. Collecting multiple data sources allowed for triangulation of sources as 
well as analysis methods, but it also tripled the time and complexity of analysis. As the findings 
are reported in later chapters there was an awareness of the integrity of the narratives. The data 
was handled in multiple ways, multiple times. Participants’ spoken words, as well as the 
researcher’s own voice, were used to narrate the findings of this study. 
Trustworthiness                 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated, “To a large extent, the validity and reliability of a 
study depends upon the ethics of the investigator” (p. 260). Observation data collection methods 
pose certain ethical issues. Informed consent is vital to the integrity of the project. Some research 
participants, however, may become suspicious and alter their behavior when approached in a 
formal manner.  
By taking the observer approach, the researcher ensured objectivity. An additional ethical 
issue is that the researcher has visited the project numerous times and may overlook critical 
aspects of behavior and environment due to familiarity. The researcher was aware of 
transparency of emotions, recording biases as they arise.  IRB approved protocol and methods 
were strictly followed regarding privacy and local researchers will be engaged who can assist 
with accurate correlation of the data interpreted. 
Producing research derived in an ethical manner is paramount to producing reliable and 




research process through continued self-awareness and meticulous documentation during the 
research process. The following steps were engaged to support validity and reliability. 
1. Triangulation was achieved through interviews, research material and through 
discussions with local researchers.  
2. Adequate engagement in data collection; the researcher ensured that data were collected 
to the point of saturation.  
3. Researcher’s position on reflexivity; the researcher recorded reflexivity in a specific 
journal.  
4. Peer review: the researcher engaged academic peers, classmates and global scholars 
familiar with the area of research. 
5. Audit trail: the researcher kept a detailed account of the methods, transcriptions, coded 
data, procedures, raw data interviews, and decisions required to develop the study. 
6. Accuracy; the researcher used direct quotes in order to portray the participants firsthand 
experience and provide a personal description to engage the reader in contextualizing the 
study to determine.  
Contributions 
Translating the personal stories of the women, youth, and administrators of the Purkal 
Project created an original body of research which has the potential to serve as a roadmap for 
future societal intervention and development in both underserved communities and developing 
societies globally. While research has been extensive on the topics of women’s education and 
empowerment and childhood education are well established in academic literature, there is a gap 




researchers studying this topic have faced major challenges around developing tractable 
measures and data availability.  
The current researcher listened to the voices of the women, youth, and administrators and 
the impact of vocational education and training, leading to entrepreneurship in their lives. 
Empowering the mother is not enough; in order to continue the upward cycle, there is a need to 
provide world class educational programs at the pre-K to grade 12 level. The cycle of education 
has the potential to change the landscape of the community and society at large, from “hand-out” 
to “hand-up.”  
Archived documents enhanced the current researcher’s exploration of life in rural 
villages. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommended a paper trail which could reveal issues that 
“cannot be observed,” as well as situations which took place prior to the beginning of the study 
(p.164). In order to examine the factors which inspired the project and answer the research 
problems cited, the research of environmental conditions, and of census and quality markers in 
education, must be proven by examining archived data. 
Considering that the researcher approached study from a feminist perspective and 
utilizing narrative inquiry, stories were collected of community conditions prior to the formation 
of the project, as well as during its growth phase and at the current time.  
Limitations  
This study was designed as a qualitative narrative inquiry, with the Purkal Project’s 
participants and administrators as the primary data source. The goal of the study was to explore 
the personal conditions which provided a fertile ground for self-belief and the internal fortitude 
required to overcome ancestral poverty conditions for self and their families. The limitations of 




seemingly insurmountable. Prior to March 2020, a schedule of onsite observations, interviews, 
and cultural immersion in the local village to observe life for women in rural Norther India was 
planned. The plan was approved by the project and the potential participants were eagerly 
awaiting the opportunity to participate in the research journey. 
Having an observer’s insight into the culture, the researcher has an understanding that 
observing and interpreting body language and non-verbal communication is paramount when 
speaking with women in India in the rural environments. There is a culture of secrecy regarding 
the innermost workings of their lives. Kabeer (2003) stated that the manifestation of poverty for 
women in India is based on power relations, stating that the poor lack power. Women’s agency is 
bound with their image of self and how they are perceived by society (Kabeer, 2003).   
There are numerous layers of complexity when undertaking international research. 
Researchers must have a basic understanding of the cultures they are entering before undertaking 
fieldwork. Although a researcher may believe they are familiar with the cultural norms of the 
society they are studying, the outsiders’ view will always be limited to a lens based on the 
discretion of the locals. A broader view can only come from the inside, from local networking 
contacts within each respective culture. The researcher was alert for personal bias, understanding 
the cultural norms and nuances of the society in study. Lastly, the researcher practiced self-care 
to avoid bias and burnout.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter, the researcher provided an outline for utilizing qualitative inquiry for the 
research presented in the study, as well as details on narrative inquiry and the framework of 
feminist theory. The researcher discussed aspects of the data collection instruments and research 




contributions. Finally, the researcher addressed the challenges and limitations of conducting 





CHAPTER 4: THE PURKAL PROJECT – IT TAKES A VILLAGE 
Introduction 
In this chapter, the researcher will examine the history of the socioeconomics and 
demographics of the Uttarakhand region of India, the feminization of poverty in the region, as 
well as the 20-year history of the Purkal Project.  
History of Poverty Conditions for Women in India 
Meena (2015) discussed the condition of poverty for women in India during the British 
regime. Meena defined India as a predominantly agricultural economy. Historically, Indian 
villages functioned as a highly effective socio-economic organization, providing the necessities 
such as food and clothing for their respective village (Meena, 2015). The prime economic 
necessities were food and clothing, and the main source of income for most inhabitants was 
agricultural labor or in artisanship, weaving, and crafts (Meena, 2015).  
Prior to British rule, the community’s economic stability relied on a natural, balanced 
system of supply and demand that fueled self-sufficiency and general happiness (Meena, 2015). 
Previous conquerors left the economies in place. Under British rule, however, the social structure 
was altered dramatically. The rapid transformation of the Indian socio-economic structure to the 
colonial economic structure left societies in rubble as they strived to accommodate the needs of 
the British, rather than their own people (Meena, 2015).  
Wagner (2018) described empire building during colonialism as being “fraught with 
conflict and social turbulence” (p 10). He elaborated, “For the most part, the colonizers failed (or 
chose not) to understand and legitimize local beliefs, values and ways of life” (Wagner, 2018, p. 
10). Under British policy, land was seized from the locals, who were left defenseless against 




the peasant population and unprecedented poverty for Indian villages (Meena, 2015). Meena 
(2015) explained, “The poverty-inducing nature of neoliberal economic policies had dire effects 
on women and girls. The implementation of neoliberal economic policies have contributed to 
increasing poverty and inequality, including increases in women’s poverty” (p. 31). 
Geographic Location and Conditions  
Purkal is a small village in the foothills of the Himalayas, located on the outskirts of 
Dehradun in the Uttrakahand region of India. The PYDS Annual Report (2017-2018) stated that 
families living below the poverty line comprise 44% of the region’s population. Even as the 
surrounding regions develop, Purkal’s 5,000 inhabitants remained dependent on activities such 
as farming. Historically, wages were low with little access to economic growth. Quality of 
education in the region was considered poor and the community had limited access to the outside 
world. Kabeer (2003) stated that lack of education is a key driver in the intergenerational 
transmission of poverty. Without education, the chance of securing a livable wage from 
employment in India is low. 
Per Gupta and Yesudian (2006), women have less autonomy and a lower status in the 
northern region of India, with limitations over economic resources and rights. Figure 3 defines 
the main categories of employment for women in the Uttarakhand region. Housewives comprise 
the majority of cited occupations, at 42%, followed by animal husbandry at 31%, manual labor at 





Figure 3. Visual model of main occupations for women in Uttarakhand. 
Based on the PYDS Annual Report (2017-2018), 70% of the population of Uttarakhand 
live in rural areas. The Annual Status of Education Report in 2017 stated thats 42.6% of rural 
youth in the age group of 14-18 years cannot tell time using a clock, while 49.3% in the same 
age group are not able to complete basic math tasks. The only schools available offering a 
quality of education were private and as such unaffordable by the rural population. Mothers were 
left with little hope of providing their children with a good education. The average family size 
was 3.7, with 35% being four-member families and 30% being five-member families. Average 
schooling was about 5 years, with 30% of the population as illiterate, but the average education 
of the head of the family was about 7 years, with only 17.5 percent as illiterate (PYDS Annual 
Report, 2017-2018).  
                                                      The Purkal Project 
G.K. and Chinni Swamy looked forward to retirement. G.K.’s career as an accomplished 
economist in hectic Mumbai had concluded, and a peaceful existence in a small Uttarakhand 
Occupations




village that he called “paradise” awaited. She planned to tend to her new garden, while he 
planned to spend more time with his family (Dimopoulos, 2020).  
Chinni, an artist by trade, would absorb the wondrous gifts of the landscape framed by 
the visual beauty of the Himalayas, and explore her color-filled palette to paint a new canvas. 
Not long after their arrival at their retirement paradise, a woman suddenly appeared on their 
doorstep (Dimopoulos, 2020). The visit would change the course of their personal and societal 
history. The woman explained that her husband did not work and that she supported their four 
children and his parents in one room, barely surviving. She concluded with a plea to help feed 
her family. An offer was delivered to come to the couple’s home and help with chores 
(Dimopoulos, 2020).  
The Swamys gave her a job. What they had not anticipated was the steady stream of like-
minded villagers who would subsequently come seeking work. The couple was faced with an 
ethical dilemma. They began to understand the profound needs of the women and the universal 
desire they expressed to obtain a better life, support themselves, and educate their families. The 
seeds of the Purkal Project: Purkal Stree Shakti and Purkal Youth Society were planted 
(Dimopoulos, 2020).  
The Swamys abandoned their concept of a blissful life of painting and gardening in order 
to  grow something bigger: a place where women could have the opportunity to learn sustaining 
skills, the ability to educate the next generation, and to begin changing the poverty-conscious 
landscape - from one consisting of begging to one of self-empowerment (Dimopoulos, 2020). 
The Society, consisting of Purkal Stree Shakti and Purkal Youth Society, was created with the 
dual focus of developing individuals as well as building the community’s capacity (Purkal Stree 




In July 2017, the researcher spoke with Anand Krishnaswamy, a former tech executive 
who abandoned corporate life to give back through teaching in rural communities in India’s 
lower Himalayan region. His statement was haunting. “These people were content with their 
lives until exposed to western norms,” he said. “Social media started feeding them images of 
what they don’t have. Now, there is a disconnect in their psyche.”  
Krishnaswamy described the residents of the rural communities as peaceful with a focus 
on family and community. They accepted life as a simple privilege, with hard physical labor and 
poverty an accepted part of a generational lineage, he explained. Life’s daily difficulties had little 
impact on their happiness levels. The women in the community bonded during their daily work 
in the fields and in the temples. They gathered during the evening to engage in town gossip and 
hold discussions of family life, while the men connected with one another over cups of chai. 
Within the past 5 years, soon after the community’s introduction to the digital world, 
Krishnaswamy explained he had observed an increased rate of stress, alcoholism, and domestic 
abuse in the communities he serves (A. Krishnaswamy, personal communication, July 18, 2017).  
The Swamys understood that most families were at the bottom of the socio-economic 
ladder with, at best, limited access to employment, education and health care (Purkal Stree 
Shakti, n.d.). Basic sanitation, such as toilets or running water, were non-existent. Furthermore, 
there seemed no viable option for positive change (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). Wagner (2018) 
discussed the concept of positive freedom, which the Swamys understood intuitively. What 
matters most in international development is how much control one has over their own lives (p. 
43). Per the Purkal Project (n.d.) website, before the project was established, poverty and 
unemployment defined life in Purkal and the surrounding villages, especially after the factories 




would bring. The goal was to marry off girls at a young age, and alcoholism was rampant 
amongst the men of the village.  
In an informal archived interview, Chinni Swamy discussed the reality of life for women 
in rural Northern India. Her archived narrative creates the backdrop for dissemination of the 
limited spoken word of the five women interviewed. She shared the tale of one of the 
participants of the project, a local woman in a polygamous marriage, living with her husband, the 
second wife, the husband’s parents and her children. The woman, who was involved in the 
project for a year, was promoted from training status to artisan. Upon returning home one night 
after work, she shared her accomplishment with the family. Rather than finding support, the 
woman was brutally beaten by her husband, the second wife, and her mother-in-law. Her jewelry 
and money were stolen, and she was locked in a small space as they deemed her advancement as 
a threat, forbidding her to return to the project. 
However, self-agency had already sparked the soul of the woman. She was determined to 
act on the situation, rather than stand by as a passive observer. She climbed out of a tiny window 
and ran several miles without shoes to the location she considered to be her home, Purkal Steee 
Shakti. Swamy and the program participants were quite alarmed at the state of the woman. 
Bruised and severely battered. The women fully disclosed the incident to all present. 
The women immediately created a call to action. They requested to borrow the transport 
bus to accompany the women to her home to discuss the situation with the family. Swamy 
agreed. During the journey, the women requested the police accompany them to the scene. Upon 
arrival, the woman who had been abused knocked on the door. Waiting to physically pull the 
battered woman into the home, the husband, second wife, and mother-in law did not anticipate a 




friend. Accompanied by the police, the woman told her story, which was acknowledged by the 
perpetrators. Historically, police in the rural communities in India would side with the husband 
or males in the household.    
The Purkal Project, however, had been well established in the community as a public 
voice for the protection of women and their children. Thus, the police warned the woman’s 
family to return all stolen goods and never to inflict physical harm on her again. This protective 
action could be considered a major victory for women in rural India, as they rarely leave a 
marriage. Based on the power of social intervention, the abusive familial will be scrutinized 
more closely. In India, social standing is everything, and public shame on a family is worse than 
death, in some cases (C. Swamy, personal communication, October 12, 2019). 
The Swamys understood the importance of breaking the cycle of poverty through 
educating the mothers as well as the children of the village (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). They 
accepted the daunting challenge to create an educational institution which would provide a world 
class educational system for K-12 as well as provide early childhood education to children aged 
3-5 during the mother’s workday (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.).   
According to Kapur (2018), schools are generally situated at a distance in rural India and 
the infrastructure is inadequate. These conditions create difficulties for women living in poverty 
conditions (Kapur, 2018). Inadequate social conditions, including lack of child care or public 
transport may prevent women from participating in social intervention programs (Kapur, 2018).  
Based on archived documentation retrieved from the PYDS (2017-2018) annual report, 
the governing goal of the project is restructuring the state of Uttarakhand. The goal is not merely 
to provide education, but to create change agents who will remain in the villages and implement 




Purkal Stree Shakti (Women’s Project)   
Chinni focused on the development of Purkal Stree Shakti Samiti, a society committed to 
women’s empowerment through vocational training (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). Wagner reminds 
us of the UN SDG#4 which supports the concept that every person should have the right to 
lifelong learning. The project initially focused on teaching women how to create packaged 
sweets to be sold in the local community. Most households, however, were already preparing the 
products for their families. Thus, the product concept failed (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). 
Undaunted, Chinni considered a viable business solution to create a product not available in the 
local area - one which could be sold throughout India and eventually internationally. She noted 
the lack of ethnic crafts in the community. Thus, Purkal Stree Shakti Samiti was born (Purkal 
Stree Shakti, n.d.). Figure 4 is a picture captured by the researcher in October 2019 showing the 
outside of the Purkal Stree Shakti showroom on the Purkal Project’s main campus. 
 
Figure 4. Exterior of Purkal Stree Shakti on the Purkal Project campus. 
The first task was to create a vocational educational program for local women to establish 
skill development through handcrafts such as quilting, a technique which was foreign to India. 




employment opportunities, while preserving local cultural traditions. The first products were sold 
in 2007 at a local fair (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). Figure 5 shows a quilt which was hand sewn by 
an artisan of Purkal Stree Shakti. The researcher took the picture in June 2017, and purchased the 
quilt for her home. 
 
Figure 5. Purkal Stree Shakti Store on the Purkal Project campus. 
The exposure helped the society comprehend the market and expand its product range. 
Quilts, cushion covers, bags and pouches were designed and added to the product range. The 
women were also trained to craft these new products (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). Purkal Stree 
Shakti Samiti (PSS) as it is now called, continues to work from the PYDS campus. They 
organized into ten self-help groups (SHGs). All these SHGs are independent economic entities 
working under the umbrella of PSS (Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). They benefit from the joint 
purchases, design development, organization management, and marketing initiative of PSS 
(Purkal Stree Shakti, n.d.). Training goes on in the various aspects of their business. Apart from 
the craft skills, the society assisted the women to acquire skills in retailing, designing, marketing, 
and entrepreneurship with the intention of making the women independent business managers 




Purkal Youth Development Society (Educating the Next Generation) 
As mothers began their vocational training at PSS, the Swamys focused on developing 
educational opportunities for the future of the youth. G.K Swamy understood the need for 
providing quality education to the community. His commitment was to mine the natural and 
historical wealth of the region in the form of child and youth education. Swamy stated, “We have 
the ethical obligation to enable this. If this is well done, they will become the change agents who 
transform Uttarakhand” (Purkal Youth Development Society, n.d.). Figure 6 is the entrance to 
the main gate of the Purkal Project campus. The project’s motto, “Life is for giving,” is proudly 
etched into the logo. The picture was taken by the researcher in August 2015. 
 
Figure 6. Entrance to the Purkal Youth Development Campus. 
Per the PYDS (2017-2018) annual report, the society operates under three principles: 
1. Benefactors: Enroll children with potential (predominantly girls) from needy and 
underprivileged families, preferably from the remoter reaches of Uttarakhand. The 




2. Methodology: To provide children with holistic care and education, by providing 
nutrition, healthcare, high quality academics, and full exposure to the co-curricular 
(Purkal Youth Development Society, n.d.). 
3. Motivation: To create a center of excellence that provides guidance and support 
throughout their career and beyond. The common goal is the refashioning of the state of 
Uttarakhand. When children are educated, the goal is not simply to provide a curriculum. 
The project educates with the goal of creating change agents who will return to their 
villages to initiate development. Nearly 70% of the population of Uttarakhand lives in 
rural areas. This vision, and its root in the common good, drives the Society more than 
any other goal (Purkal Youth Development Society, n.d).  
According to Kapur (2018), social interventions face many challenges. They are 
generally located in rural environments, and schools are a long distance from their villages. 
Transportation and infrastructure are often inadequate (Kapur, 2018). Wagner (2018) stated that 
“learning is how we reach our human potential” (p. 53). Completing secondary education and 
beyond has consistently large positive associations and underlines the importance of going 
beyond primary schooling. There appear to be positive links with poverty reduction and 
economic growth, but clearly this alone is not enough (Wagner, 2018). Context specificity and 
multidimensionality mean that the interpretation of results is not always straightforward. To 
prepare and provide students with exposure and insight to face the world before them is an 
important facet of education. Wagner (2018) posited, “People are the real wealth of a nation. The 
basic objective of development is to create an enabling environment for people to long, healthy 




Disadvantaged children particularly benefit from early education. Wils et al. (2009) 
stated that early educational intervention offers many long-term benefits to children, enhancing 
long-term cognitive abilities and performance in primary school and beyond, particularly when 
combined with quality nutrition and health care.  
Data cited in the Global Educational Trends: A Brief Review of Data on 10 Key Issues 
(2009) presented strong evidence suggesting that improvements in student learning in the first 
years of schooling fosters long-term learning engagement. The learning that occurs in the lower 
grades of primary schools is likely to have the greatest returns for learning outcomes overall, 
especially if children start school at the right age. Once foundational skills such as numeracy and 
literacy are acquired, they set the foundation for learning other subjects. The existing evidence 
confirms early literacy acquisition is a good predictor of later educational success. Furthermore, 
a child who becomes a fluent reader in the first few years of schooling is unlikely to lose this 
skill, even if he or she drops out. Simply having access to education, however, is not enough; the 
quality of education is paramount. Figure 7 shows a state of the art science lab on the campus of 





Figure 7. Science lab on the Purkal Project campus. 
Per Wagner (2018), children in well-supported contexts build strong skills that are both 
sociolinguist and psycholinguistic. Children in developing countries such as India are not as 
strong in these dimensions, and often lack in writing development. Assessments must be 
implemented to determine success markers.  
Wagner et al. (2012) discussed assessments as success markers: 
    Over the past decade, international and national education agencies have begun to  
emphasize the improvement of the quality (rather than quantity) of education in 
developing countries. This trend has been paralleled by a significant increase in the use of 
educational assessments as a way to measure gains and losses in quality of learning. As 
interest in assessment has grown, low-income countries have begun to adopt and adapt 
international and other assessments for a variety of uses, including the comparability of 
national quality with other countries, improved ways of measuring reading achievement, 




The Opportunity-to-Learn (OTL) Standards establish best practices for educational programs to 
succeed. The standards address the following areas: curricula and materials; teacher capability; 
continuous professional development; alignment of curriculum, instructional practices and 
assessments with content standards; safety and security of the learning environment; non-
discriminatory policies, curricula and practice; school financing and other factors that provide 
students the fair opportunity to achieve knowledge and skills (Wils et al., 2009).   
Another key to success at PYSD was the quality and commitment of the administration 
and teachers (Purkal Youth Development Society, n.d.). The society recruited well-trained 
teachers from both metropolitan cities and local towns who brought their passion to the pilot 
project and an interest in ensuring the primary goal of education as a social responsibility for the 
betterment of the children, their families, and their county (Purkal Youth Development Society, 
n.d.). Figure 8 shows one of many motto placards displayed throughout the campus to serve as 
inspirational messaging for students. The photo was captured during the researcher’s visit in June 
2017. 
 




Per the PYDS (2017-2018) annual report, traditional modes of teaching are not adequate 
to build a 21st century citizen. Thus, PYDS partnered with the XSEED Program, which 
encourages cognitive development and critical thinking. XSEED teachers differ, in that the 








Figure 9. Five-step teaching method employed by PYDS. 
The relationship between steps is as follows. Classes are structured by stating the learning 
goal, asking the students what their previous knowledge is on the subject, demonstrating an 
experiment, encouraging the students to create application questions which are independently 
formulates. The method is rooted in the belief in practice, daily assessments, and nurturing 
individuality. 
   Srinivasan (2017) mentioned the concept of digital divides between developed and 
developing societies. This author cautioned that researchers have concluded that careful attention 
be paid to the introduction of technology with regard to the environment in which it is 
introduced. Krishnan and Hariharan (2006) discussed the imminent need to build a skilled 
scientific workforce. The full-time research workforce in India is 200,000 out of a total 
population close to 1.3 billion. Krishnan and Hariharan (2006) posited that “to build a skilled 








students in the middle school to high school level, and provide them research training 
opportunities” (para. 4).  
Understanding that ground work must be supported with strategic goals, PYSD is 
building towards becoming a STEM driven school, continuing innovation in education by 
focusing on creating curriculums with a strong focus on technology (Purkal Youth Development 
Society, n.d.). The long-term goals are to foster curiosity, creativity, and imagination, as well as 
to initiate design mindset, computational thinking, adaptive learning, and physical computing. In 
2013, PYSD established an e-learning laboratory, which currently is being optimally used 
(Purkal Youth Development Society, n.d.). 
Acknowledging that the home environment is an important factor in a child’s education, 
PYSD opened a youth hostel for students in grades 6-12 (Purkal Youth Development Society, 
n.d.). The home environment faces many challenges, including overcrowding and a lack of basic 
resources such as electricity, which hamper learning in the home environment and often results 
in the poor performance of students during critical years (Purkal Youth Development Society, 
n.d.). In order to maximize the learning potential for students, PYSD built a youth hostel to grow 
its residential outreach and offer the supervision and support necessary for their enrichment 
(Purkal Youth Development Society, n.d.).   
Growing exponentially from modest beginnings, PYDS (2017) was granted the Social 
Impact Award International for their efforts. Purkal Youth Development Society and its sister 
society, Purkal Stree Shakti, are scalable interventions in social innovation. The project’s seeds 
were planted in the well-being of a community and the greater society at-large. Stemming from 
humble beginnings, the Purkal Project has created a cultural phenomenon over its 20-year history 





The future of the project as a comprehensive social intervention is uncertain. Due to the 
COVID-19 global pandemic, PYS and PYSD were forced into lockdown. While PYDS will 
reopen and begin sessions this fall, Chinni Swamy was forced to close PYS under the financial 
weight of personally supporting the project, providing income for the women, carrying unsold 
inventory, and funding the costs to operate a physical space. There was an attempt to overtake 
PYS by local inhabitants who lacked the finances and skills to undertake such an enterprise. In 
August 2020, the project was transferred to Banee Bata, the managing director with 3 years 
engagement in the project. PYSS reopened in a different location, off campus and approximately 
25 kilometers from the original location. There are new issues which must be faced by the 
women. Kapur (2018) stated that women who reside in poverty lack childcare, social structure, 
and transportation, any of which could prevent them from participating in a social project. Under 
the crushing weight of their familial obligations, will the women of PYSS be able to work in a 
separate location far from their children?  In Chapter 5, the researcher presents the perceptions of 
Bata, the current program manager, as well as the women and youth who consider the project as 
their support and freedom. 
Conclusion  
By examining the historical and current social context and power dynamics, the 
researcher provided a background for social conditions which created and perpetuate the 
feminization of poverty on rural villages in Northern India. In this chapter, the researcher also 
explored the history of the Purkal Project and its founders, G.K. and Chinni Swamy. If social 
interventions are to succeed, donors must endeavor to allow for the flexibility inherently required 




consequences, such as the COVID-19 global pandemic. Recognizing the concrete impact of the 
personal experience of the participants regarding ethical, moral, and interpersonal dimensions of 






CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH FINDINGS – THE LIVED EXPERIENCE  
“These women were destitute. Their bathroom facilities consisted of snake-infested fields. Now, 
they have toilets and wages. They are proud of their accomplishments.” 
- Chinni Swamy, personal communication, October 12, 2019 
Introduction 
In July in India, the monsoon season blesses the land with much-needed rain, 
encouraging agriculture. Under the weight of that rainfall, however, the resulting floods promote 
landslides that cripple communities and further confine already isolated villages. The researcher 
was onsite in Northern India, Nepal, and Tibet during several summers from 2015 to 2019, 
where she witnessed the rapid change of ground conditions, where roads become nearly 
impossible to navigate and human lives are swept away. Days consumed venturing across the 
challenging terrain in expedition vehicles were complemented by nights spent in barely habitable 
guesthouses, often sharing facilities with mischievous monkeys freely entering through open 
balconies.  
These troublesome conditions, however, do not daunt the human spirit of those native to 
the land. On the mornings of July 29 and August 4, 2020, interview participants braved the 
treacherous road conditions to tell their stories and have their experiences chronicled. The spirit 
exhibited is a result of the culture created by the Swamys, based on the Purkal Project’s 
foundations of human empowerment and respect for all. 
In all, there are six females and three males of varying ages, each of whom has a 
connection to the school or the project and in some instances to both. Specifically, the voices 
from Stree Shakti included five women who have worked at the facility, during which a 




recent students, as well as the first student to ever participate in the Purkal Project. Two 
additional individuals arrived randomly on location at the time of the interviews, but were not 
counted, as they were not included in the recruitment efforts.  
The purpose of this study was to document the human impact of this collaborative social 
intervention through the personal reflections of those involved in the local project. This 
collaborative project focused on the education and economic empowerment of mothers and the 
simultaneous education of their children as a method that may lead to permanent societal change 
through generational self-agency, thus breaking the cycle of poverty.  
Faced with the global pandemic of 2020, major challenges were overcome to complete 
the current study. The original goal was to spend 1 month on-site, visiting the location and the 
homes of the families; however, Due to the lockdown conditions and the project’s forced closure 
between April and July 2020, as well as Purkal Stree Shakti’s change in ownership and location, 
the researcher instead gathered the participants for Zoom interviews. The Purkal Project was able 
to arrange transportation and an interview space at the existing campus on separate occasions.  
In this chapter, the researcher presents the analytical findings of the qualitative data 
gathered through nine program participant interviews. The researcher describes individual 
participant profiles, including the roles and affiliation of each participant. The following research 
question guided the study: What are women’s and families’ perceptions of the Purkal Project’s 
role in addressing the conditions of poverty alleviation in rural Northern India? 
In Chapter 3, the researcher addressed the challenges of conducting international 
research, such as cultural norms and nuances. For example, many cultures place emphasis on 
body language, including eye contact, pointing of the feet, hand gestures, and other motions. 




no outsider can ever fully understand. There may be cultural sensitivities regarding speaking 
openly to an entity who is deemed an outsider. If they are unclear of local customs, researchers 
can experience significant difficulty.  
Interview Outline 
The participants’ interview responses are presented in the following sections and sub-
sections. These sections are also delineated by type of participant: women participants, students, 
and administrators. This section is organized as follows: 
1. Social conditions: (a) Family structure and community, (b) employment, (c) living 
conditions, and (d) empowerment; 
2. Educating the next generation; and 
3. Social intervention impact. 
Per the PYDS (n.d.) website, prior to the development of the Purkal Project, the plight of 
women and young girls in this area of India demanded action. They were often malnourished; if 
anything was left to spare, the girl would be lucky to get it, but there were no guarantees. The 
Swamys often came across young girls in the village who seemed younger than their age due to 
malnourishment in their formative years. Girls were usually not educated—if at all, they stopped 
after elementary school. Marriages at the ages of 15 to 16 years were not uncommon, and brides 
coming into the villages were equally young; they often could not name the boy or family that 
they were married into. Marriages were mostly arranged, and a love marriage was usually a 
scandal. Girls were not encouraged to do anything other than housework. Indeed, they were 
discouraged from leaving the house. 
Singh’s interview provided valuable cultural information on the research background 




fixed a rupee banknote and a popsicle-size stick cradling a rectangular sleeve of paper that 
displays the saffron, white, and green stripes of the national flag of India. She produced a verbal 
framework of the Indian social structure based upon her personal and cultural experiences, in 
addition to providing translation with the five women project participants of Purkal Stree 
Shakti. Singh emphasized that prior to a woman’s marriage, local cultural norms dictate that the 
woman’s parents play a responsible role seeing that marriage to fruition. This includes the 
parents potentially delaying their own retirement from their respective occupations until their 
daughters are wed.  
Prior to conducting the interviews with the participants for the purposes of this work, the 
researcher engaged in several informal discussions with native Indian women. During these 
conversations, the researcher was led to believe that married Indian women are likely to remain 
silent regarding the negative actions that their husbands take towards them. This was a question 
that the researcher sought to address directly with Singh, explaining that in America, one woman 
is likely to gather with other women and have dialogue regarding personal matters. “No. It is the 
same, like in America,” Singh responded with a nervous laugh, affirming that women do indeed 
gather together in one another’s homes to sometimes discuss their personal lives. Interestingly, 
Singh’s nervous giggle and preliminary “no” in her response was accompanied by her shaking 
her head side-to-side and displaying body language that may suggest an opposite meaning, or at 
the very least an uncomfortable reaction, to her verbal response in the affirmative.  
 Heit (1987) described that in Indian culture, women tend to experience a disadvantage 
when living in joint families, as their movement outside of the home is restricted by the mother-
in-laws and family elders. In contrast, working women who earn cash have household autonomy 




administrator, openly discussed the realities of domestic life for the local women. The 
information provided will serve as an outsider’s counter position for the information provided by 
the five women interviewed who participated in Stree Shakti.  
Heit (1987) explained that when women take on the role of earner, they no longer 
rationalize domestic violence. Bata indicated: 
If the husband is abusive, they do come to work with their issues and they discuss it with 
us…At times, you know, I've seen women come with marks of domestic violence on 
their faces and backs, and it's just a very sad thing. But with the women of Stree Shakti 
that's the power, you know, they're like a family they support each other. They try to 
resolve these issues for each other. I think it's incredible.” 
Bata described that a system of support has been built into the center by Chinni Swamy: 
Ma’am has always supported them. She always taught them the value of having a good 
legal system and how to use that legal system if things are going out of hand. Apart from 
that, I think, you know, these men are scared. If they mistreat their wives, the society is 
going to get to know. You know women used to hide it, now they come and share with us 
and they tell us that this is happening in their household. And everybody would stand up 
for that person. So, they cannot afford to have an entire society going against them. So 
they join you. They respect their wives and they try to maintain their sanity. 
She continued: 
Of course, we do have one or two black sheep. We try and resolve these things, because 
they will never leave their husbands. You see, in India, there is a very religious binding to 
a marriage. They don't walk out on their husbands. They always stand by them, even if 




I still live in this house, this is my family. All these matters are within the family, but if 
things go really out of line, then of course we discuss it. 
…We had this one woman, her husband was really abusive. He would just get drunk in 
the evenings and hit her. She rented out a place near The Center and she educated both 
her daughters in the school, and that's how she's living her life. Her husband comes and 
meets them once a while, to see if the daughters are OK and if she is OK. 
This woman took a proactive approach to breaking the cycle of violence. According to Bata, this 
woman said: 
I feel at home in the village near the center where I'm working. You can come and meet 
me if you if you feel like being around family, but I'm not going to stay in the house that 
you give me because there you think that you have some right over me and you can hit 
me whenever you want.  
Bata explained, “The women understand, they come from similar backgrounds, similar society 
norms, so they help each other, which is a very, very good thing.”  
Employment  
According to the PYDS (n.d.) website, with many women earning more than their 
husbands, the men have begun to view the women in a new light. “A sort of respect has crept in 
when they see women can do the same tasks as well as the men and at times even better,” 
revealed Chhattar Singh, a property developer who lives in the village. Singh credited PYDS 
with the progress he sees around him, arguing that by putting incomes directly in the hands of 
women, Stree Shakti has played almost as big a role as the school (PYDS, n.d.). 
Each of the five women of Purkal Stree Shakti explained how the project has provided 




closes and seeks to open elsewhere, the inhabitants—much like the project itself—are at a 
turning point. Each is considering their options regarding their role with the relocating project, 
and what that re-invented project will look like.  
When the five women—each of whom were interviewed separately, and four of whom 
are married—were asked about the reaction of their male counterparts to them seeking 
employment, each responded quickly and without hesitation that they have been greatly 
supported in their desire to work. The workday begins at 10 a.m. and continues until 5 p.m. 
Inside, where the women work, the light streams through long thin rectangular windows, 
illuminating a riot of colors – the women draped in saffron or magenta, emerald green, baby 
blues, their hands busy at work in a creation of fabrics stretched across tabletops that will be the 
quilts and bedsheets that cradle people the world over. After the workday is done, it is on to the 
second part of the day, when the responsibilities of a busy family life begin.  
Participant 1 – Akshara  
Akshara was seated in front of what remained of the meticulously hand-stitched quilts 
and handcrafts which she and her co-workers created during her 20-year tenure at the project. 
The researcher recognized Akshara from previous visits to the Purkal Project. As she took a seat, 
she tilted her head to the right, and the right corner of her mouth drew up in a half-smile. 
Akshara’s half-smile grew into an expression of joy when she noted that the couch behind the 
researcher was home to one of her quilts. Sensing there was a familiarity, Akshara was 
questioned if the quilt looked familiar. In a bittersweet response, she stated, “I sewed that.” The 
moment was moving for all participants involved. The photo in Figure 10 is Akshara’s handsewn 
quilt. The researcher purchased two quilts: one for her home and one for the former First Lady of 





Figure 10. Quilt handstitched by Akshara. 
The interviews began with a question on what life is like for her. Akshara responded, 
Daily life is very full here. From the moment we first wake up in the morning – clean the 
home, wake up the kids, help to get them dress and send them to school. Then the 
husband and wife both go to work…In the evening, after we get home, we start again 
with the making of the dinner. Sometimes we get tired, but our kids are very helpful and 
it’s joyful because we are happy to all be together. 
Akshara first learned her craft on a small machine at home, prior to joining Purkal Stree Shakti in 
2000. She is currently undecided about whether she will continue in the new location due to the 
distance involved in the travel.  
Participant 2 – Samaria  
Samaria, a 35-year-old woman who has been with the Project for 7 years, expanded on 
the topic of family life. “Make the breakfast, go to work, then back home to make the dinner. 
Husbands don’t help with the housework,” she said with a laugh. The couple’s two daughters, 
aged 6 and 10 years old, are students at PYDS.  
Samaria, a dress designer by trade, first joined the project because it provided a creative 




with other women provides an environment that feels more like being surrounded by an extended 
family than simply a job. As such, she plans to move with the Purkal Project to its new location.  
Personal emotional attachments aside, becoming part of the project has also provided 
measurable improvements for Samaria’s family. “After joining Shakti, I was able to take a loan 
and make my own home for my family,” she explained with obvious pride. “This is a very great 
achievement, our home for our family, and my daughters take a good education also. If I did not 
work at Stree Shakti, I could not purchase a home. Not possible.”  
Participant 3 – Kavya 
Kavya joined the project 2 years ago for the financial betterment of her family, as well as 
to secure an education for her son. She works as the project’s storekeeper, while her husband 
works at PYDS as a lab teacher. They plan to continue with the project in the future. Kavya 
stated, “The place is like a family. It’s a safe place. I’ve missed it so much,” adding that the 
closure of school in adherence with COVID-19 protocols have complicated matters currently, as 
the couple’s 6-year-old son now has no classes to attend after the school closed. 
Participant 4 – Riya  
For Riya, 6 years working at Stree Shakti has provided her a confidence that she had not 
previously thought she could possess. This 30-year-old woman first relocated to the area of 
Purkal at the recommendation of her sister, who lived locally, and advised that she could find 
work there. At the time, she battled circumstances of extreme poverty in her rural village. Her 
husband, a laborer, faced a tough economic climate and wholeheartedly supported her taking a 
job. The couple’s two children—aged 7 and 9 years old—were babies at the time. As an artisan, 
Riya is able to provide for her family, as well as care for her mother-in-law living in a different 




those feelings are somewhat tempered by worries about life in a world impacted by COVID-19. 
She hopes to continue her work with the project, but still needs to secure transportation to the 
new location. She explained, “All the work has stopped now, and I fear how life will go on—
economically and educationally. All the ladies are feeling very sad about this. You feel 
helpless.”  
Participant 5 - Bhavani  
According to Heit (1987), in the context of the Indian culture, the age of a woman is an 
enabling factor, which accrues some advantages. The loss of a spouse at an early age leaves 
women vulnerable. At age 47, Bhavani looks much older than her years. She stated, “In India, 
after the husband’s death, the woman is nothing.” She first came to the project 12 years ago 
under desperate circumstances. Her husband had just passed away, leaving Bhavani alone to care 
for the couple’s two children. Twelve years later, there is a pride in the tone of her voice that 
exemplifies what she has accomplished. Both her children are graduates of PYDS and her 
daughter, who just completed her 12th year of study, is in a teacher training course.  
Bhavani, who sews and quilts at Purkal Stree Shakti, was elevated to the position of 
supervisor 7 years ago. She beams with pride discussing her role with the program, and the 
education attained by her children. She reported, “It’s provided me a good life.”  
Educating the Next Generation 
Student Participant 1 – AP  
AP, an 18-year-old, is a graduate of PYDS. He wore a comfortable white T-shirt to 
address the humid summer of India. The light patterns of a moustache form atop his lip. A 




C: Tell me about yourself and what’s it like growing up in India and how you came to the 
school?  
A: My name is Akash, and my father belong to a very poor family in India. There is not 
so much facilities here where I was born, so we shifted to a different village, one that is a 
nearby village to the school.  
I met so many people here and I got to know about the school. I got admission into the 
school. And here the nice facilities, basic educational facilities as well as medical 
facilities. The school is only for the under privileged students. And that's what I liked 
about the school. They gave all the educational facilities and now I can build my own 
future. 
 C: When did you start school? What age were you and what grade did you go into? 
A: I joined in class three and from there onwards, I passed 12th and this is all my journey 
from class to class 12.  
C: Congratulations! That’s a major accomplishment. Good for you. That's amazing. Did 
you live at home when you were in school, or did you live in the hostel? 
A: When I was in class 11, I was in the hostel for 2 years—for 11th and 12th, because it 
is a senior class and we must study very hard. I chose science, chemistry, and 
mathematics. It is very hard at home to study. At our school, we get all the educational 
facilities and then we go concentrate on studies in our room where we have reference 
books. We can study there, and we have our schoolmates who help us in the hostel.  
C: Let me ask you about your mother, because I'm also studying the women of Stree 




A: My mother was a homemaker before she joined Stree Shakti. We needed money very 
badly, so she joined Stree Shakti and from there she started earning and that is how she 
managed to take up the home responsibility and she had me taking education from 
school. She realized that education is a must. And everyone should get did whether it is a 
child or anyone else. My father didn't support it. My mother was the only one who 
supported me. She said: You have to go to school, you need to study, you will have a 
bright future ahead. She took the responsibility. 
C: Your father didn’t support it. After seeing your mother in the project and you at the 
school, has your father changed at all about how he thinks about education? 
A: My father changed, and he is very keen now towards our studies. He talks about what 
you are doing, what will you do in future and what is your aspiration. I am quite happy 
about that. 
C: What does your mom do at Stree Shakti and will she continue with the project when it 
moves and starts up again?  
A: Yes, she will definitely continue with the project when it starts again. Now, because 
everything is locked down, she makes the goods at home.  
C: What was your favorite subject, and where will you go in the future?  
A: That was chemistry. I love chemistry, how the experiments work and what is the 
science behind all these experiments. Basically, my aim is the IIT, Indian Institute of 
Technology. I would like to go into architecture. 
C: Finally, what is life like for your friends who didn't attend Purkal?  
A: Some of them joined the government schools and are still studying there. Some of 




C: Do you think the Project helped you? How do you think the project affected your life?  
A: Yes, Ma’am. The project really helped me, because I get so many facilities over here. 
Student life I never could have imagined. So really, thanks for that. I really express my 
gratitude for the school. 
Student Participant 2 – VP 
VP was a PYDS graduate, aged 20 years, and the brother of AP. There are five members 
in the family. His hobbies are sketching and playing basketball. Mostly, however, his friends 
refer to the man in the bright yellow T-shirt as The Creative Man due to his artistic talents.  
C: Can you tell me about your experiences at the school?  
V: I was 12 years old when I started at the school. I graduated this year. My favorite class 
was painting. What I want to do now is I want to be a fashion designer.  
C: What inspired you to be a fashion designer?  
V: My mother is a tailor, so she has influenced me. I saw her doing her work at Stree 
Shakti and I got inspired from her, to do something like this, to become a fashion 
designer.  
C: Tell me about some of your friends in the village, what it’s like to be your age and 
growing up in a small village in India.  
V: I consider myself to be privileged, that I got chance to be here, because nowadays the 
education piece is very high. It's not affordable for the underprivileged family. The 
tuition fee and the transportation fee. We can't afford it. So, because I got these 
advantages, I consider myself to be privileged. Some of my friends they are shopkeepers, 
they are vendors, they are daily-wages workers, but I have got the opportunity to study. 




PYDS Administrator and First Student – Ashwani Sharma 
An excerpt from the interview with Ashwani Sharma, aged 32 years, follows.  
C: What is the ratio of girls to boys at the school?  
A: About two-thirds of our ratio is girls. Basically, in a class of 25 students there are 16 
girls and nine boys. 
C: I just want to hear you tell me your story. 
My story began in the year 1999 when I passed grade five. There is a school in our 
locality called the John Martin Memorial school and this school was up to class five. I 
was a very bright student in the school, so I got a scholarship to go and study in an 
English medium school in the city after class five. 
So after class five, I was registered in a school in the city that was a full English medium 
school. All the lessons were in English, and it was becoming very difficult for me to like 
cope with the studies there. So when I was feeling difficulties in English, Mr. Swami 
came up with the initiative of helping me and plus two of my classmates to like 
understand the subject. Basically, he worked with us on our foundational skill in English, 
and then mathematics. He told us that we should like after, after we complete our school 
in the city, we should go back to his house where he would teach us. He was staying in a 
rented house at the time. So, he used to teach us, there on his dining tables. With the three 
of us. And then this is how the story began.  
After our batch, after 1 year of studying with him, Mrs. Swami took the initiative of 
teaching those in the new batch. This went on year after year. By the time he shifted to 
Purkal – which is where the school is now the PYDS - he recruited two young girls from 




were our teachers and we used to study at in his garden. Some, of us seated in his garage 
outhouse, so this is how the school began. It was after school help that Mr. Swami was 
providing for many of the kids like myself. 
In 2010, I believe someone contributed to the purchase of a property in the village itself 
for construction. Since then, like, it has been growing with God's grace and Mr. Swami’s 
hard work. We started with three offers and now we have like something around 500 
students studying in an education free of cost. The students are provided with meals, 
including breakfast, lunch and dinner. The children are medically secure with regular 
health check checkups. And this all has been like happening because of the generosity of 
donors and well-wishers who are like supporting the cause.  
It has been a homely environment here and then we work as a family, and it will always 
go to like someone needs like people like us should take the initiative to take this project 
forward because Mr. Swami is now 86 and then like, definitely. So, there's that is how, 
like, six, seven of us are here – graduates who have come back to where here.  
Mr. Swami retired recently. The board members remain the same it is the faith of the 
people in our cause that we have been doing so that will that I see will take the institution 
move forward to a bright future. 
It is the hard work that all of us have been putting in, including our board members and 
our secretary. They work here, free of course, they don't take a single penny from the 





People have shown their trust in the organization. Swami was a founder of the place and 
he has many, many friends and well wishes for the society. We seek his blessings in the 
years to come. And he's like, always a mentor and a guide for us.  
Social Intervention Impact – History and Future 
PSS Administrator – Banee Bata 
Bata explained the louds outside of her window as emanating from a public celebration of 
the first brick being placed at a temple dedicated to Lord Rama, stating, “Excuse the fireworks. 
It’s a historic morning in India.” Bata grew up in Dehradun, in the Indian state of Uttarakhand, 
with an interest in art and other creative fields. She studied in a convent through grade 12, after 
which her desire to become a designer led her first to the National Institute of Fashion 
Technology in Mumbai, where she graduated in 2014 as a textile designer. She then moved on to 
Istituto Marangoni in Milan, where she secured a Master’s degree in surface and textile design. 
“I always knew that I wanted to work in my hometown, so I moved back and started 
looking for job opportunities,” Bata recalled. She obtained an internship with Louis Vutton in 
Delhi while teaching, stating, “I couldn’t believe that the kids I was teaching were only a year 
younger than me.” Her search for permanent employment led her to Stree Shakti, where she 
started working in September 2017. She stated:  
Now it's been 3 years there, and it's been a very incredible journey. This place has a very 
special place in my heart and that's the reason I want to take it forward. You know, the 
kind of impact that they've had on the lives of these women. It's incredible. It's hard to 
believe until unless you actually come here. You can't believe the kind of impact this 




…I asked Ma’am about her experience. She said, “When I came here the women would 
not even look into my eyes when I was telling them what to do, like how to execute an 
artwork. They were so shy. If they made a mistake, they would be so scared they would 
drop everything.” 
…Once they started feeling the economic benefits of working at Stree Shakti, their status 
in society and in the village everywhere started increasing. You know, when they started 
earning, people started respecting them how they respected men. Before that they used to 
believe that only men can earn. The women are now working so confidently, taking a 
stand for their rights.” 
Bata indicated that prior to the project, women were married by the age of 15 years old, 
became mothers at a very early age, and were cast in the role of caring for the home, taking care 
of her husband and the children, catering to her in-laws, and generally not having a voice. Bata 
revealed: 
They were taking care of everything, but then I think economic independence was 
something that really gave them a voice in the family. They can give their opinions and 
the family has to take it into consideration. If you're raising the family income, they start 
respecting you in the society as a whole, they start taking you seriously. 
Bata cited that a variety of factors bring the women to the center, including the need to 
elevate their financial standing in the face of economic strife, as well as breaking the cycle of an 
abusive home life:  
These women, they shattered all these bad notions because they prove to themselves as 
being someone who can equally contribute to the family income. With Ma’am, they also 




cannot economically afford a child. They also learned their craft. It's such a unique craft. 
If you look at the products their craft is something that will not be found very easily 
everywhere in the world. I've done marketing for that place for over 2 years now, and I 
know the kind of reactions that I received from people when they see the products. The 
kind of customization these women are doing. Their finishes are so good. The quality is 
so good. So you know it increases the confidence. It just makes them really happy. 
    How it Works. Bata described the Purkal Project’s process as follows: 
People having family income issues come to Ma’am and Ma’am would put them in the 
new group, put them under training and depending on their interest, they would develop 
at least one craft really well. The training lasts six months during which they are given a 
stipend—to motivate them to keep learning and keep earning. 
After this point, they are elevated to permanent income status and start receiving a per-product 
wage, which works better as a motivator than a simple fixed salary. Bata stated, “I want to 
preserve the heart of the place. And I have two more people with me, so when we reopen the 
center we think we should be able to recreate the atmosphere.” An office has already been set up, 
and the organization is pivoting from a nonprofit entity to a social entrepreneurial enterprise.  
When I sat down and spoke to them, they told me some do's and don'ts – because they 
know about starting a place, they learned by trial and error. They don’t want to make the 
same mistakes they made from the very beginning. The first thing they told me was: 
don’t have a nonprofit or a society. Had it been a normal social entrepreneurial journey, 
they would have been able to do something for the women during the pandemic – but 
after a point, they were out of funds financially and everything crashed. So we decided 




the fact that everything is hygienic, we're going to adhere to the same things and we're 
going to give them the same benefits—free travel, free food and free training.  
Her vision for the next 5 years is to first reopen the center with 12 women, bring additional staff 
members on board and then expand to include new centers in remote areas. The first center, 
when it reopens, will be located approximately 25 kilometers from the regional center. 
If I am in one corner of the city, there can be another center 12 kilometers from that and a 
third center 14 kilometers from there…Wherever people are economically distressed, 
everybody is doing the same kind of work, working on the same ideology, and trying to 
help these women to have a better life. That's my vision for the next 5 years. 
…Because of the pandemic, we were not able to access the place. Ma’am said, “I want 
things to happen at a certain quality. If they cannot happen this way, we will shut the 
place because financially we're suffering.” The three of us who started this up, we 
couldn’t sleep the entire night. We kept thinking we've taken a family income from these 
women. They are completely dependent on this. They have nowhere else to go. So that 
was when we decided that at least with 12 of the women we will start, and then we will 
eventually expand. 
Marriage. From Bata’s perspective as a young, modern Indian woman, marriage in the 
current age is a mix of old and new elements.  
For a girl like me, If I generalize for my age group, people do go for an arranged 
marriage and people do go in for a marriage of their choice. But in both cases, it is 
expected that the other person behaves in a very mentally progressive way. I'll tell you 
something, if you really want to know how these ideas for marriages happen, if you have 




belief is that you're supposed to be a supporting member of the other family – which also 
applies in case of a marriage of your choice. What I see myself go through and my peers 
go through, I think they're very educated very progressive. If I was to be in an abusive 
relationship, they would stand by me. Of course, I would walk out of the marriage. See, 
earlier they never used to educate girls. And today there are some people, their mindsets 
are backward because they get it from their parents. But now everyone has exposure to 
technology with the Internet and cell phones and everyone knows what's happening in the 
world and the things that are happening around them. 
Bata stated that in general, husbands understand the financial ramifications if they are not 
earning wages, so any resistance they may have had is calmed by simple economics: 
It was the in-laws who had a lot of resistance, because they thought that if she's going to 
go out, who was going to take care of everything else in the house? They were thinking: 
we got the son married because we wanted to pass on the family responsibilities to the 
girl who's coming in. But when these women showed how they can balance all these 
things together, I think they realized that women earning was making a difference in their 
family lives. There was word of mouth. People were talking about it, that this is 
benefiting people, it is benefiting their family. So, I think now it's become it's become a 
popular thing. 
                                                          Conclusion  
In this chapter, the researcher presented details of the participants’ experiences through 
narrative vignettes and direct quotation. As stated in Chapter 4, international research poses 
difficulties due to factors including cultural differences, varying communication styles, and 




acknowledgement of the study’s potential limitations due to such differences and the limited 
physical access to the participants. The researcher was forced to examine the research from the 
women’s spoken words and supplement their input with the interviews from the students, 
interpreter, and administrators, who were more forthcoming than the women.  
In examining the Purkal Project from a feminist lens, reviewing the interview statements 
along with the literature presented in Chapter 2 will begin to piece together the lived experience. 
In the narratives, the women participants briefly shared insights on their daily lives within their 
cultures, their motivations or rationale for joining the Purkal Project, and how the experience has 
impacted their children, families, and place in society, while preserving their native culture. As 
Logan (2007) stated: 
Heritage usually comprises those things in the natural and cultural environment around us 
that we have inherited from previous generations—or were sometimes created by the 
current generation—and that we, as communities and societies, think are so important we 
want to pass them on to the generations to come. (p. 24)  
The students’ and administrators’ interview responses are documented verbatim as they 
discussed the project’s impact on their lives and their pathways for the future. The interviews 
with the interpreter and administrators provided a discussion which serves as counter-narratives 
for the women’s disclosure, a challenge which is in line with the dominant discourse on the 
feminization of poverty in Northern India. Bata and Sharma provided a historical timeline for the 
development of the current project, their personal involvement, and how the projected inspired 
them to return to their community and continue the work they deem as crucial for poverty 




discuss the implication of the findings, present recommendations for future research, and explain 





CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS – SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  
“If poverty is to be seen as a denial of human rights, it should be recognized that the women 
among the poor suffer doubly from the denial of their human rights – first on account of gender 
inequality, second on account of poverty. Therefore, programs to eliminate or alleviate poverty 
require attention to gender inequality and women’s human rights.” 
- Valarie Moghadm, The “Feminization of Poverty” and Women’s Rights 
The findings of the current study reflect the stories of extraordinary people, the 
participants in The Purkal Project. The researcher sought firsthand accounts of how this project 
created pathways for life trajectory for the women participating in the program, as well as their 
children. The study was guided by the following question: What are women’s and families’ 
perceptions of the Purkal Project’s role in addressing the conditions of poverty alleviation in 
rural Northern India? Throughout the research, many exploratory considerations came to mind. 
What obstacles did the women overcome to achieve their place in society? What challenges will 
they be required to face based on the unanticipated changes by the COVID-19 global pandemic? 
The goal of this study was not to prove a theory or test a hypothesis; rather, the researcher sought 
to tell the participants’ stories through a qualitative approach, which Harnois (2013) cited as 
compatible with feminist theory. The data presented was extracted form the general interviews 
conducted with the subjects, with specific themes extracted. 
The researcher has traveled extensively throughout the world examining NGOs for 
inclusion in cross cultural exchange in the educational travel programs for Learning Journeys, a 
travel industry brand created by the researcher. All observed projects were segregated into 
specific categories; some projects focus on women’s empowerment, others on quality of 




has yet to uncover a project that serves as a comprehensive social intervention. Through the 
discovery of the Purkal Project and subsequent annual research trips to the society, the researcher 
observed measurable changes within the participants of society with regard to change over a 5-
year period. The researcher also observed the process of initiating change with the mothers and 
building generational change, which will have a long-term and permanent impact of societal 
change for the communities at large.  
From the personal perspective of the participants, this 20-year-old project has had an 
impact on the society in Purkal, in economic, educational, sociological, and psychological areas. 
This project’s impact prompted the researcher to embark on the road to doctoral work to study 
the Purkal Project, to listen to the stories of the participants who chose a pathway out of poverty.  
Women’s individual character is developed through integration in the communities to 
which they belong, including family, spiritual center, school, and other associations. As people 
mature, their beliefs become deeply rooted in the values set forth by their environment. An 
empowered life is not simply a matter of following moral rules and of learning to apply them to 
specific situations; it is also a matter of trying to determine the development of character within a 
community, as well as individually. The Purkal Project’s founders, G.K. and Chinni Swamy, 
aimed to provide opportunities for women, inspire their empowerment, and instill hope for the 
future anchored in a commitment to education and lifelong learning.  
There is a juxtaposition in life for women in India. Moghdam (2005) discussed the 
feminist approach to poverty, which examines the implications and costs of gender-based 
poverty, which includes early marriage, less opportunities for girls and women in both education 
and economy as well as little control over fertility. Gupta and Yesudian (2006) explained that 




thereby empowering women to make decisions for themselves, their families, and their 
communities.  
Through the Purkal Project, G.K. and Chinni Swamy aimed to create a multi-generational 
initiative to empower women and support choices and initiatives to provide a high standard of 
education to their children. Gupta and Yesudian (2006) explained that enhancing women’s status 
and their empowerment is important in social programs because self-agency can initiate about 
positive familial and social changes. Women’s empowerment is necessary for ensuring not just 
their own health and welfare, but also the well-being of the entire household. Mothers are the 
primary means by which social norms are transmitted to their children; therefore, women’s 
empowerment is a critical component to protect familial, cultural, and personal welfare (Gupta 
2002).   
The interviews conducted with the participants and administrators of the Purkal Project 
were thought provoking, educational and inspiring. Seidman (2013) discussed the essential 
elements of the research interview process: listen more, talk less, and ignore normal instincts. 
Active listening is required in research interviewing (Seidman, 2013).  
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) advised researchers to select a study design which matches 
the research questions, as well as their personality and worldview. Research can be a daunting 
task. Therefore, the topics should be based on a concept which sparked the researcher’s curiosity. 
Booth et al. (2008) described that most research begins as a described as a “mental itch” about a 
small question (p. 33). The current researcher approached the doctoral program to examine how 
motived women living in desperate poverty to seek life improvement for self and their families. 
The purpose of this investigation was to hear the stories of the participants to understand the 




that “the concept of empowerment can be explained through three closely inter-related 
dimensions: agency, resources, and achievements” (p. 171).  
Summary of Findings  
Through this study, the researcher documented and interpreted the stories of participants 
in the Purkal Project through the lens of feminist theory. The researcher intended to obtain 
firsthand accounts of how the project created pathways for life trajectory for the women, for the 
youth of mothers who participated in the project, and the impact on future generations as well as 
the administrators who chose to return to Purkal to dedicate their careers to the cause.  
The project disruption initiated by the COVID-19 pandemic has created a crisis for 
project operations, placing the Purkal Project at a crossroad. On June 19, 2020, the day after 
defending this project in a preliminary examination, the researcher was advised that Purkal Stree 
Shakti would be disbanded. Chinni Swamy indicated that the conditions created by the pandemic 
were too difficult to overcome. Fortunately, several weeks later, the decision to transfer PSS to 
Banee Bata, the current administrator, was achieved. The project would continue, albeit at 
different locations. 
Thus, a new set of inquiry arose, which should be addressed through a future longitudinal 
study. Can the Purkal Project can continue as an effective collaborative social intervention as 
defined by the participants, considering the location for Purkal Stree Shakti has relocated to a 
new location, approximately 30 miles from the PYDS campus. What new factors will surface 
when mothers and children will no longer be working side by side, collaboratively? How will the 
change effect homelife and social structure moving forward?  
Bhat (2016) shares that women are the foundation of society. Education is a milestone of 




traditional roles, and change their lives. The conditions of poverty are complex, and women in 
poverty face specific barriers due to the lack of educational opportunities, poverty, hunger, 
violence, discrimination, and limited opportunities for economic growth and employment. 
Engaging young people in social, economic, environmental, and cultural affairs that matter to 
them is critical in the engagement process.   
Category Construction 
The narrative inquiry as a research technique is the “study of experiences done through 
stories (p. 231). The analysis presented focuses on a categorical analysis, abstracting units of 
study from the individual narratives. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the process 
should begin through “having a conversation” with the data (p. 204). After reviewing interview 
transcripts, field notes and documents, the process of constructing categories and coding was 
undertaken. The intention was to identify reoccurring patterns and themes as well as generate 
questions in order to co-create a narrative. The challenge is to “construct categories or themes 
that capture some reoccurring patterns which cut across your data” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 
207).  
The narrative inquiry as a research technique is the “study of experiences done through 
stories” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 231). The analysis presented focuses on a categorical 
analysis, abstracting units of study from the individual narratives. Coffey and Atkinson stated 
that there is no one specific correct formula to analyze the stories that researchers collect 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The goal is to consider the data as a narrative itself, paving the way 
to use a variety of analytic methods (Creswell, 2013). Reliability and validity are key 




Through this study, the researcher sought to add knowledge base about the feminization 
of poverty and role of self-agency for women in rural Northern India by exploring women’s and 
families’ perception of the Purkal Projects’ role in addressing the conditions of poverty 
alleviation in rural Northern India. The researcher aimed to explore the short- and long-term 
identity transition of program participants. Narratives were collected from women in who 
experienced vocational training and subsequent employment as both artisans and business 
women, as well as students whose mothers participated in the program and administrators who 
chose to return to their community to devout their professional lives to the project.  
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) pointed out that documents of all types assist researchers 
with discovering insight, uncovering meaning and developing understanding of the research 
problem, including artifacts and photos.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) discussed a paper trail 
which could reveal issues that “cannot be observed,” as well as situations which took place prior 
to the beginning of the study (p. 164). Observation is an important tool in the research process. 
The researcher’s access to in-depth observation was restricted due to the limitations presented by 
the COVID-19 lockdown. 
 Coding Process 
In this section, the researcher presents the major categories identified during the coding 
process, followed by a discussion of the findings related to identity narration and construction. 
The personal stories of the participants add meaning to the published literature on women’s 
empowerment in rural Northern India as it shifts the lens from theory to the lived experience. 




Coding Process – Patterns  
There was reflection on the process of hand coding as a tool to seek patterns of collective 
and individual issues, inspiration, belief, and the relationship to the respective culture. A flat 
coding frame (Saldana, 2016) was used to assign the same level of specificity and importance to 
each code as all codes were considered to be of equal value.  
Under the category of Social Conditions, the codes included oppression, poverty, bias-
education, employment, and safety. Under the category of Family Structures – Power Dynamics, 
the codes included household make-up, workload (home), customs and practices, and children. 
Under the category of Purkal Project – Personal Impact, the codes were self-agency, 
environment, community dynamics, and workload (work). Finally, in the category of Future, the 
codes included opportunity, change, fear, and hope. 
Findings Summary 
Gupta (2002) stated that when a women’s workforce participation in India is motivated 
by poverty, these benefits are likely to be mediated by the social context of women’s work and 
their total work burden. A woman who works and earns and who perceive that their contribution 
is a substantial part of total family earnings are more likely to be empowered than unemployed 
women (Gupta, 2002). To reiterate, the goal of this study was to explore women and families’ 
perceptions of the Purkal Project’s role in addressing the conditions of poverty alleviation in 
rural Northern India. The researcher presented data from the general interviews conducted with 
the subjects, with specific themes extracted. 
Social Conditions 
According to Dyson and Moore (1983), social change initiatives are unlikely to have 




women who adapted their approach and in a subsequent intervention went to the home of a 
violent husband and negotiated with him peacefully. 
Domestic violence is an unfortunate reality for some of the women of the community 
victimized by their husbands. In the course of their workday and in the camaraderie many share 
with their fellow women, Pukal Stree Shakti provides an outlet for the verbal expression of their 
victimization, as well as a venue where they feel not only consoled, but emotionally supported 
by other women. This program also provides the tools to resolve those issues, should they choose 
to use them.    
Chinni Swamy informally and openly shared information on the living conditions of the 
women participating in the project as well as stories of how the project united the women, 
sparking individual and collective self-agency. Heit (1987) stated that when Indian women take 
on the role of earner, they no longer rationalize domestic violence.  In the current study, Bata 
stated: 
If the husband is abusive, they do come to work with their issues and they discuss it with 
us…At times, you know, I've seen women come with marks of domestic violence on 
their face and back, and it's just a very sad thing. But with the women of Stree Shakti 
that's the power, you know, they're like a family they support each other. They try to 
resolve these issues for each other. I think it's incredible. 
Bata explained that a system of support has been built into the center by Chinni Swamy: 
Ma’am has always supported them. She's always taught them the value of having a good 
legal system and how to use that legal system if things are going out of hand. Apart from 
that, I think, you know, these men are scared. If they mistreat their wives, the society is 




and they tell us that this is happening in their household. And everybody would stand up 
for that person. So, they cannot afford to have an entire society going against them. So 
they join you. They respect their wives and they try to maintain their sanity.  
As social identities are defined by hierarchical relations between groups, interventions 
which seek to empower subordinate groups destabilize the social order and can provoke 
insecurity and reactance (MacLachlan et al., 2010). Specific studies discuss how international 
development agencies increasingly recognize the urgent need to understand how new ideas and 
behaviors are received within a culture. Examples abound of technically sophisticated 
interventions which fail to take hold in communities (Bradley et al.,2011).  
Women such as Swamy and Bata were open supporters of discussing the internal 
workings of life for poor women in Indian villages. Archived documents from the Purkal Project 
supported the notion that women and girls suffered from neglect and abuse; however, the 
narrative analysis derived from the interviews with the women regarding their lives in the village 
was inconclusive. The researcher attempted on numerous occasions to bring the women back to 
the topic of their daily lives. Through the interpreter, the women cheerfully discussed their 
domestic and professional lives. 
All five participants concurred with Akshara’s statement that “Daily life is very full here. 
From the moment we first wake up in the morning – clean the home, wake up the kids, help to 
get them dress and send them to school. Then the husband and wife both go to work.” At times, 
Singh appeared to be speaking for the women, rather than translating the women’s words 
verbatim. The researcher gently nudged Singh back towards direct translation.  
The researcher sensed the women were not willing or able to discuss the details of their 




home. In this case, their home was Purkal Stree Shakti. Had the researcher been afforded the 
opportunity to spend time at the project, observing interpersonal interactions and details of daily 
life, the background for the analysis could have potentially deepened.  
Family Structure – Power Dynamics 
Kapur (2018) stated that for women living in poverty in India, time and resources must be 
available to participate in the program on a consistent basis to have long-term impact. Indian 
women often carry overwhelming responsibilities in the household, including caring for their 
multi-generational families. According to Byanyima (2012), in order to achieve environmental 
and societal goals, “Women's empowerment is catalytic and central” (para. 8). UNDP Associate 
Administrator Rebeca Grynspan stated, “Women are central actors making the case for the 
sustainable development triple-win strategy, meaning economic growth, social development, and 
environmental sustainability” (Byanyima, 2012, para. 8). 
Heit (1987) explained that the household economic status plays a large role on women’s 
self-agency and empowerment. In this study, Bata discussed the concept of the social and 
spiritual nature of marriage in India, and why women seek empowerment within the marriage, 
rather than leave the relationship. She stated that the goal is resolution, as “they will never leave 
their husbands,” explaining that in India, there is a very religious binding to a marriage.  
They do not walk out on their husbands. They always stand by them, even if he is 
abusive. The woman remains, to maintain her respect in the society. “I'm still married, I 
still live in this house, this is my family. All these matters are within the family, but if 
things go really out of line, then of course we discuss it.” 
…We had this one woman; her husband was really abusive. He would just get drunk in 




her daughters in the school, and that's how she's living her life. Her husband comes and 
meets them once a while, to see if the daughters are OK and if she is OK. 
Bhavani found support and empowerment after she became a widow at a young age. “In 
India, after the husband’s death, the woman is nothing,” Bhavani explained. The Purkal Project 
provided Bhavani with more than skills to support her children; she developed a new family unit. 
Prior to conducting the interviews with the participants for the purposes of this work, the 
researcher engaged in several informal discussions with native Indian women. During these 
conversations, the researcher was led to believe that married Indian women are likely to remain 
silent regarding the negative actions that their husbands take towards them. This was a question 
that the researcher sought to address directly with Singh, explaining that in America, one woman 
is likely to gather with other women and have dialogue regarding personal matters. “No. It is the 
same, like in America,” Singh responded with a nervous laugh, affirming that women do indeed 
gather together in one another’s homes to sometimes discuss their personal lives. Interestingly, 
Singh’s nervous giggle and preliminary “no” in her response was accompanied by her shaking 
her head side-to-side and displaying body language that may suggest an opposite meaning, or at 
the very least an uncomfortable reaction, to her verbal response in the affirmative.  
According to archived information obtained from the PYDS (n.d.) website, with many 
women earning more than their husbands, the men have begun to view the women in a new light. 
“A sort of respect has crept in when they see women can do the same tasks as well as the men 
and at times even better,” noted Chhattar Singh, a local business owner. 
Bata added: 
They were taking care of everything, but then I think economic independence was 




the family has to take it into consideration. If you're raising the family income, they start 
respecting you in the society as a whole, they start taking you seriously. 
Bata revealed that a variety of factors bring the women to the center, including the need to 
elevate their financial standing in the face of economic strife, as well as breaking the cycle of an 
abusive home life: 
These women, they shattered all these bad notions because they prove to themselves as 
being someone who can equally contribute to the family income. With Ma’am, they also 
learned that there is something called family planning, where you need to stop if you 
cannot economically afford a child.  
…See, earlier they never used to educate girls. And today there are some people, their 
mindsets are backward because they get it from their parents. But now everyone has 
exposure to technology with the Internet and cell phones and everyone knows what's 
happening in the world and the things that are happening around them. 
Bata indicated that in general, women’s husbands understand the financial ramifications 
if they are not earning wages, so any resistance they may have had is calmed by simple 
economics. 
It was the in-laws who had a lot of resistance, because they thought that if she's going to 
go out, who was going to take care of everything else in the house? They were thinking 
we got the son married because we wanted to pass on the family responsibilities to the 
girl who's coming in. But when these women showed how they can balance all these 
things together, I think they realized that women earning was making a difference in their 




benefiting people, it is benefiting their family. So, I think now it's become it's become a 
popular thing. 
Bata recalled that at the beginning of the project, women used to hide their abuse, but: 
Now they come and share with us and they tell us that this is happening in their 
household. And everybody would stand up for that person. So, they cannot afford to have 
an entire society going against them. So they join you. They respect their wives and they 
try to maintain their sanity. 
When asked about the societal role of men in the household, Sangita added, “Husbands don’t 
help with the housework.” When the five women—each of whom were interviewed separately, 
and four of whom are married—were asked about the reaction of their male counterparts to them 
seeking employment, each responded quickly and without hesitation that they have been greatly 
supported in their desire to work.  
In contrast, AP shared a candid view into the family dynamics. He stated that his father 
did not support education initially. His mother, however, understood the necessity of educating 
herself and her children to permanently change the familial poverty trajectory. AP recalled, “My 
mother was the only one who supported me. ‘You have to go to school, you need to study, you 
will have a bright future ahead.’ She took the responsibility.” In her change, AP and VP’s father 
also changed his perception. AP indicated, “He is very keen now towards our studies. He talks 
about what you are doing, what will you do in future and what is your aspiration. I am quite 
happy about that.” 
Bata discussed relationships for young, educated women living in a culturally evolving 
India, stating that historically, girls did not have access to education. She stated that the mindset 




review of previous literature in Chapter 2, a common barrier that women in rural Northern India 
face is the lack of access to technology. Srinivasan (2017) stated that “inequality is a major part 
of the story of today’s Internet” (p. 27). Without access to the outside world, the conditions of 
abuse can remain hidden. Bata expressed, however, that things in India are changing due to 
technology. Most people, even in the rural villages, have cell phones, and everyone knows what 
is happening in the world. Thus, technology has the capacity to transform women’s mindset of 
secrecy.  
From Bata’s perspective as a young and modern Indian woman, marriage in the current age is a 
mix of something old and something new.  
For a girl like me, If I generalize for my age group, people do go for an arranged 
marriage and people do go in for a marriage of their choice. But in both cases, it is 
expected that the other person behaves in a very mentally progressive way. I'll tell you 
something, if you really want to know how these ideas for marriages happen, if you have 
a Netflix subscription you should watch ‘Indian Matchmaking.’ In the Indian society, the 
belief is that you're supposed to be a supporting member of the other family – which also 
applies in case of a marriage of your choice. What I see myself go through and my peers 
go through, I think they're very educated very progressive. If I was to be in an abusive 
relationship, they would stand by me. Of course, I would walk out of the marriage. 
Project Impact 
International development researchers are increasingly recognizing the urgent need to 
understand how new ideas and behaviors are received within a culture in order to develop and 
implement lasting change. While central notions around agency have been established, progress 




availability. This has limited our understanding about patterns of the effectiveness of social 
interventions, agency, and empowerment of women across countries (Hanmer & Klugman, 
2016). 
Kabeer (2003) stated that “There is persuasive evidence that access to paid work can 
increase a women’s agency in critical ways’ (p. 181). The strongest effects of paid work in 
destabilizing power relations, both within and outside the family, related to women’s access to 
wage employment. Kabeer (2003) also stated that maternal self-agency and educational/work 
engagement outside of the home plays a role in the educational development of her children in 
“the way education opens up new ideas and possibilities through their wider contacts and the 
world outside the family and local community” (p.176). 
Women who experience education and economic engagements are likely to contribute to 
their children’s value of intellectual engagement. Intrinsically valued intellectual engagement 
provides the firmest basis for sustaining intellectual motivation through adolescence and into 
adulthood (Kuhn & Park, 2006). Bata elaborated on this point, stating that Chinni shared that in 
the early days of the project, the women would not lift their heads to look at her. They were very 
shy, afraid to make mistakes, and fearful of potential repercussions. Bata continued that the 
women gained confidence upon feeling the economic benefits of working at Stree Shakti. Their 
status in society and in the village everywhere started increasing. All interviewed participants 
correlated that when the women started earning, people started respecting them in the same 
manner they respected men. Before joining the project, the women believed that only men could 
earn. All interviewees agreed that the project gave the women confidence in expressing their 
rights and performing their unique craft. Bata attested to the value of their products, stating that 




In her role as marketing manager, Bata received positive feedback on the craftsmanship. 
Bata states their finishes and quality of product are excellent. She attributed a rise in self-agency 
to the skills learned in the project. Bata stated, “So you know it increases the confidence. It just 
makes them really happy.” Bata continued to discuss the impact of the project in self-agency:  
You know women used to hide it, now they come and share with us and they tell us that 
this is happening in their household. And everybody would stand up for that person. So, 
they cannot afford to have an entire society going against them. So they join you. They 
respect their wives and they try to maintain their sanity.  
Riya’s live experience is summed up in her statement, “I never thought in my life that I 
would have this confidence.” Riya once battled circumstances of extreme poverty in her rural 
village. Now, as an artisan, she is able to provide for her family, as well as care for her mother-
in-law in a different village. Her two children, aged 7 and 9 years, attend school at PYDS. Riya 
indicated that today, although those feelings are somewhat tempered by worries about life in a 
COVID-19 world, she hopes to continue her work with the project after securing transportation 
to the new location.  
Bhavani came to the project under dire circumstances upon the death of her husband. 
Twelve years later, she proudly described her accomplishments. Both her children are graduates 
of PYDS and her daughter, who just completed her 12th year of study, is in a teacher training 
course. Bhavani beamed with pride discussing her role with the program, and the education 
attained by her children, stating, “It’s provided me a good life.”  
AP described the impact of his mother’s decision to join the project: 
I met so many people here and I got to know about the school. I got admission into the 




facilities. The school is only for the under privileged students. And that's what I liked 
about the school. They gave all the educational facilities and now I can build my own 
future.  
…My mother was a homemaker before she joined Stree Shakti. We needed money very 
badly, so she joined Stree Shakti and from there she started earning and that is how she 
managed to take up the home responsibility and she had me taking education from 
school. She realized that education is a must. And everyone should get did whether it is a 
child or anyone else. My father didn't support it. My mother was the only one who 
supported me. She said: You have to go to school, you need to study, you will have a 
bright future ahead. She took the responsibility. 
When asked about what life was like for his peers living in the village who were not associated 
with the programs, AP stated that some of them joined the government schools and are still 
studying there. Some of them are working in the shops or as a laborer.  
When asked about the impact of the project on his life, AP stated that the project made an 
impact on his life based on the level of educational access and opportunities the school has 
provided: “So really, thanks for that. I really express my gratitude for the school.” 
AP’s brother, VP, concurred with this sentiment, stating that his mother was the 
inspiration for his career goals of becoming a fashion designer: 
I consider myself to be privileged, that I got chance to be here, because nowadays the 
education piece is very high. It's not affordable for the underprivileged family. The 
tuition fee and the transportation fee. We can't afford it. So, because I got these 




they are vendors, they are daily-wages workers, but I have got the opportunity to study. 
I'm very lucky. 
Sangita eloquently summarized the opportunities the Purkal Project provided to her and her 
family: 
After joining Shakti, I was able to take a loan and make my own home for my 
family…This is a very great achievement, our home for our family and my daughters 
take a good education also. If I did not work at Stree Shakti, I could not purchase a home. 
Not possible. 
Samaria shared openly that her employment provided the bedrock foundation that 
enabled her to secure a financial loan and make her own home for her family. For other women, 
it offered opportunities otherwise not afforded them, including financial betterment, a greater 
voice to express their rights, education for their children and an ever-growing confidence in their 
abilities and their own respective futures, greatly increasing the quality-of-life for the entire 
family unit, as a whole. In a noticeable way, it also resulted in greater respect that their husbands 
shown them, as well as more attentiveness the husband paid their children. The impact of the 
school, specifically, provided their children with meals and health care.  
The Future 
Cultural preservation is important in the rural communities in Northern India. Logan 
(2007) stated, 
Heritage usually comprises those things in the natural and cultural environment around us 
that we have inherited from previous generations – or were sometimes created by the 
current generation—and that we, as communities and societies, think are so important we 




Each of the five women of Purkal Stree Shakti explains how the project has provided 
them with knowledgeable tools for working, as well as emotional inspiration. Now, as the project 
closes and seeks to open elsewhere, the inhabitants are also at a turning point regarding their role 
with the future project iteration. Sharma discussed the impact on the students who are the 
children of the participating mothers, explaining: 
We started with three offers and now we have like something around 500 students 
studying in an education free of cost. The students are provided with meals, including 
breakfast, lunch and dinner. The children are medically secure with regular health check 
checkups. And this all has been like happening because of the generosity of donors and 
well-wishers who are like supporting the cause. It has been a homely environment here 
and then we work as a family, and it will always go to like someone needs like people 
like us should take the initiative to take this project forward because Mr. Swami is now 
86 and then like, definitely. So, there's that is how, like, six, seven of us are here – 
graduates who have come back to where here.  
The project parallels recommendations by the UNDP for the empowerment of youth in 
developing countries. The UNDP Youth Strategy (2014-2017) acknowledges the need to 
champion young men and women in the development processes and decision making to achieve 
peace and sustainable growth. Approximately 87 percent of the youth population in developing 
countries face “challenges brought about by limited and unequal access to resources, healthcare, 
education, training, and employment as well as economic, social and political opportunities” 
(Programme, 2014, p. 11). Young men and women face barriers such as lack of educational 




growth and employment. Engaging young people in social, economic, environmental and 
cultural affairs policy which matters to them is critical in the engagement process. 
Honwana (2012) cited that youth are being forced into creative roles as a way to 
overcome poverty, raise social fulfillment and gain political freedom. Youth have the 
opportunity to create solutions for solving the problems at the core of human suffering and 
environmental health (Programme, 2014). They can contribute to innovation which can be shared 
instantaneously in an evolving digital world, building bridges of dialogue across cultures. 
Investing in this sector will enable youth to take the lead , become agents of change and 
promoters of social justice. Based on the narrative interviews from the project participants, the 
Purkal Project is well on its way to continued community evolution.  
There is trepidation regarding the future. Riya stated, “All the work has stopped now, and 
I fear how life will go on—economically and educationally. All the ladies are feeling very sad 
about this. You feel helpless.” Her feelings are somewhat tempered by worries about life in a 
COVID-19 world. She hopes to continue her work with the project but securing transportation to 
the new location would require to be provided for that to happen.  
In discussing the future, Bata explained that her goal is to preserve the Purkal Stree 
Skakti legacy. An office has already been set up and the organization is pivoting from a 
nonprofit entity to a social entrepreneurial enterprise. Had it been a normal social entrepreneurial 
journey, they would have been able to do something for the women during the pandemic, but 





Once the vaccine is out and people have more trust in the fact that everything is hygienic, 
we're going to adhere to the same things and we're going to give them the same benefits - 
free travel, free food and free training.  
Bata’s vision for the next 5 years is to first reopen the center with 12 women, bring 
additional staff members on board, and then expand to include new centers in remote areas. 
When it reopens, the first center will be located approximately 25 kilometers from the regional 
center. Bata explained, “If I am in one corner of the city, there can be another center 12 
kilometers from that and a third center 14 kilometers from there.” She continued: 
Wherever people are economically distressed, everybody doing the same kind of work, 
working on the same ideology and trying to help these women to have a better life. That's 
my vision for the next 5 years. Because of the pandemic, we were not able to access the 
place. Ma’am said, I want things to happen at a certain quality. If they cannot happen this 
way, we will shut the place because financially we're suffering. The three of us who 
started this up, we couldn’t sleep the entire night. We kept thinking we've taken a family 
income from these women. They are completely dependent on this. They have nowhere 
else to go. So that was when we decided that at least with 12 of the women we will start 
and then we will eventually expand. 
Using the original project as a launching pad, greater things are anticipated in the future 
as its new caretakers seek an expansion into a variety of locales, recreating the inspiration of the 
initial atmosphere, utilizing lessons learned in the decade of the project’s existence, and 
reopening centers in a variety of locations with the idea of helping families all across the region. 




the project over time to understand the human impact of having mothers and their children on 
separate campuses.  
New Research Interests 
While the researcher had heard stories of the burden of boredom during the dissertation 
writing and research process, the opposite phenomenon occurred. Each day, the researcher’s 
involvement with the materials and topic deepened. Throughout the research process and 
subsequent coding process, new research interests began to emerge. Understanding how gender 
is interpreted and represented in millennial women. What is the role of community in self-
agency? How will the conditions of the COVID-19 global pandemic effect the feminization of 
poverty for women in ndia? It is the intention of the researcher to continue researching the topics 
stated as a longitudinal study with the length of study to be determined.    
Contributions and Recommendations for Future Research  
The findings of this study contribute the narrative story of human engagement on the 
complex personal relationship between the status of women, child education development, and 
community empowerment. The findings are reported in consideration of the conditions created 
by the COVID-19 pandemic in regard to both the impact on this specific project and in 
conducting international research.  
The COVID-19 global pandemic has created unprecedented economic and physical 
limitations globally, which will require ongoing research to obtain tractable data on the effect of 
the pandemic on the feminization of poverty. The project disruption creates rich soil for a 
longitudinal study to determine whether the Purkal Project can continue as an effective 
collaborative social intervention as defined by the participants, considering the relocation for 




As stated earlier, new questions have emerged. What new factors will surface when 
mothers and children will no longer be working side by side, collaboratively? How will the 
change affect homelife and social structure moving forward? In future research, it would be 
beneficial to obtain more detailed information on men’s participation in women’s “attainment” 
of different dimensions of status. It would be helpful to interview participants husbands to 
understand their role in a woman’s decision to be employed. Such data would allow the 
researcher to test the hypothesis that the protectiveness of domestic status is partially related to 
the household members’ control of the amount of status a woman possesses to determine how 
deeply ingrained these factors are in both individual women, within the family and as a society. 
Researchers may also evaluate economic empowerment, education, and social development in 
similar villages to derive a comparative analysis of the changes access to a comprehensive social 
intervention in comparison to non-participating societies.  
It would also be beneficial to obtain more detailed information on men’s participation in 
women’s attainment of different dimensions of status. It would be helpful to hear from husbands 
and family members regarding their views on a woman’s decision to be employed. Such data 
would allow the researcher to test the hypothesis that the protectiveness of domestic status is 
partially related to the household members’ control of the amount of status a woman possesses to 
determine how deeply ingrained these factors are in both individual women, within the family 
and as a society. Also, economic empowerment, education, and social development in similar 
villages to derive a comparative analysis of the changes access to a comprehensive social 
intervention can create compared to non-participating societies.  
Lastly, a longitudinal study should be undertaken to track the changes which occur within 




the separation of physical location and the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the future of the 
program.  
Research Conclusions 
The body of research was framed on the question the  women’s and families’ perception 
of the Purkal Project’s role in addressing the conditions of poverty alleviation in rural Northern 
India? 
 
The current study of the Purkal Project began during the COVID-19 global pandemic. The 
researcher determined that there is no greater time to examine the women and students’ history, 
as well as the project’s future, setting the stage for a post doctorate longitudinal study to track the 
role of self-agency in unprecedented transitional times.  
Creswell (2013) suggested that qualitative studies are quite useful in empowering 
individuals to “share their stories” and “hear their voices” (2013, p. 48). The participants’ 
personal stories add meaning to the literature on the subject of social intervention projects which 
focus on multi-generational change/poverty alleviation. 
The positions presented are relevant to the researcher’s area of study: empowerment for 
women in developing societies through education and entrepreneurship, and the impact maternal 
change has on the trajectory of her family community and society as a whole. The interest was 
sparked through the author’s 20-plus years of professional experience in traveling the world 
examining NGO’s and social interventions for inclusion in cross cultural educational exchange 
programs for Learning Journeys, a travel industry brand created by the researcher. 
Social projects observed were segregated into specific categories. Some projects focus on 




quality of social conditions. From a professional perspective, the author has yet to uncover a 
project which is a comprehensive social intervention. Formal research will be undertaken upon 
IRB approval to build an argument that the program has trackable success measures which can 
hold the key to sowing the seeds of change, beginning with the women in their respective 
societies. Future research will examine the question if empowering women will build 
generational change. The research will also examine of if women’s empowerment will have a 
long term and permanent impact on the communities at large to provide opportunities to develop 
independent reach, rather than dependency on government or through begging.  
While the argument for societal development through women’s empowerment based on 
stories shared by participants who participated in the project has been supported throughout the 
paper, there are gaps in the available data of the results of the spoken narrative from participants 
involved in comprehensive maternal and child social interventions. Wagner (2018) states that 
there are examples of development interventions which have initiated a positive change “across a 
wide range of contexts and cultures” (p. 266).  
As noted, there is a gap regarding social innovation projects which effectively provides 
data on a collaborative multi-generational and societal study. Progress on the empirical front has 
faced major challenges around developing tractable measures and data availability. Future 
research must be undertaken to understand the role of society of social empowerment of the 
mother as a comprehensive community engagement, rather than as separate social initiatives; 
researching women’s education and employment, education of their children, the future of the 
society, and the viability and long-term change in the community. Moreover, the need to 
examine effective delivery of social intervention in an advancing globally connected world is 




 This research addresses the complex personal views and relationship between the status of 
women, child education development, and community empowerment.  
   Wagner (2018) stated that societies face environmental and geopolitical pressures as 
never before, requiring a reorientation of international development. This author called for an 
agenda which prioritizes a move for human development to the center of global ambitions, 
“prioritizing learning as the thread that binds each phase of a human life into a cohesive whole” 
(Wagner, 2018, p. 267).    
    The majority of research cites the measurements of women’s status operationalized as a 
measure of an end-product rather than on development, considering empowerment is a process 
(Jejeebhoy, 2002). These findings emphasize the importance of social and institutional supports, 
which are needed to ensure that women are not endangered during their role transitions. 
    Based on the personal experiences of the participants, the concept of a village of 
opportunity and education has helped the soul of the family by expanding consciousness and 
inspiring belief in the ability of self-care and empowerment, as well as instilling a hope for the 
future anchored in a commitment to education and lifelong learning. If social interventions are to 
succeed, donors must endeavor to allow for the flexibility inherently required to build confidence 
and trust in the respective communities to manage unanticipated consequences. Examining the 
social context and power dynamics involved affords a realistic understanding of how personal 
preferences are balanced with organizational mandates. Recognizing the human impact of 
ethical, moral, and interpersonal dimensions of development can provide useful insights as to 
why interventions succeed or fail.  
    This study on the Purkal Project represents an original body of research which has the 




with self-agency. The findings of this narrative inquiry could provide insight to societal 
interventions that focus on both women and their families, promote development in both 
underserved communities and developing societies globally, and improve the understanding of 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Set 1: Participating Subjects: Women 
1. How long have you participated in the project? 
2. What was the deciding factor for your joining of the society? 
3. How has participation in the program impacted your life, both positively and negatively?  
4. How has participation in the project had an effect on your children and family as well as 
on home conditions? 
Set 2: Non-Participating Subjects (Women – Inhabitants of Purkal and Local Villages) 
1. Discus life in the village.  
2. Do you see a difference in the life of your friends who participate in the project?  
3. Why have you chosen not to participate? 
Set 3: Youth (Aged 18+) 
1. How did you feel about school? 
2. What are/were your favorite subjects?  
3. Who are/were your favorite teachers, and why?  
4. What are your career goals?  
5. What is life like for your friends who do not attend school at Purkal?  
Set 4: Administrators 
1. Why does the Purkal Project have strong success markers and longevity? 
2. What is your background?  
3. Why did you choose to work at the project?  
4. What impact have you observed over the course of your tenure?  




6. How has it affected the social structure of the community?  


















































































APPENDIX D: ONLINE CONSENT FORM 
  
 
The Purkal Project 
 
You are being asked to participate in a voluntary research study. The purpose of the research is 
to study The Purkal Project – a joint partnership between two societies in which you participate: 
Purkal Stree Shakti (PSSS) and Purkal Youth Society (PYSD).  
 
The research will examine the history, culture and societal norms of the inhabitants of Purkal. 
Included within this study will be information regarding the development of the society, 
sociological challenges, stages of development, success and future goals. The study will 
primarily focus on the women in the community and, secondarily, the children in the society.  
 
The purpose is to bring awareness of the project on the world stage.  The goal is to replicate the 
success strategies and milestones of the Purkal Project to create a standardized model for rural 
economic development and education for women and their children on a global scale. 
 
 Participating in this study will involve an online interview and your participation will last 15 
minutes. Benefits related to this research include creating a roadmap for social intervention 
projects to help educate and empower women and their children through vocational training 
globally.  
  
Principal Investigator Name and Title: Allison Witt Ph.D. Director –Office of International 
Programs  
Department and Institution: International Education Administration and Leadership 
Contact Information: awitt1@illinois.edu 
 
What procedures are involved?  
The study procedures are online video interviews. 
This research will be performed at Purkal Stree Shakti. You will need to participate one time 
during the time period between July 1-August 1, 2020. Your interview will last approximately 15 
minutes.   
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Faculty, students, and staff who may see your information will maintain confidentiality to the 
extent of laws and university policies. Personal identifiers will not be published or presented. 
 
Will I be reimbursed for any expenses or paid for my participation in this research? 





Can I withdraw or be removed from the study? 
If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation 
at any time. Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 
participate, or to withdraw after beginning participation, will not affect your current or future 
dealings with the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  
 
The researchers also have the right to stop your participation in this study without your consent if 
they believe it is in your best interests, you were to object to any future changes that may be 
made in the study plan. 
 
Will data collected from me be used for any other research? 
Your de-identified information could be used for future research without additional informed 
consent. 
 
Who should I contact if I have questions? 
If you have questions about this project, you may contact Dr. Allison Witt at awit1@illinois.edu. 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or any concerns or 
complaints, please contact the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Office for the 
Protection of Research Subjects at 217-333-2670 or via email at irb@illinois.edu. 
 
Please print this consent form if you would like to retain a copy for your records. 
 
I have ready and understand the above consent form. I certify that I am 18 years old or older. By 
clicking the “REPLY” button and typing “I Agree”  I indicate my willingness to voluntarily take 
part in this study. Responding to this email acknowledges you understand the purpose of the 
study, and are willingly participating. Please do not include your name in your response. Only 








APPENDIX E: RECRUITMENT EMAIL 
Dear xx, 
My name is Carol Dimopoulos and I am a doctoral student at the University of Illinois Urbana 
Champaign School of Education.  I am writing to invite you to participate in my research study 
about The Purkal Project. You are eligible to be in this study because you were recommended by 
Mrs. Swamy and the administration of the Purkal Project.   
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be scheduled for a Zoom interview to be held 
at the Purkal Stree Shakti campus between July 1-August 1, 2020. The purpose is to research the 
impact the project has had on your life. I would like to audio/video record your interview to and  
use the information to determine why the project has had a measurable impact on poverty 
alleviation for women and their families living in Purkal and the surrounding communities. 
Remember, this is completely voluntary. You are under no obligation to participate.  Should you 
agree to participate, please note that your privacy will be protected during the interviews and that 
no identifiable information will be shared with the founders. If you would like to participate or 
have any questions about the study, please email or contact me at carolad2@illinois.edu.  
Please do not include your name the response.  Please indicate if you are a Purkal Stree Shakti 
program participant, student, administrator or a non-participating program member. You will be 
assigned an interview number and time. 
Thank you very much.  
Sincerely,  
Carol Dimopoulos 
 
 
